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Key Points 

This study addresses the market demand for medium density housing, focussing on what 

would make it more attractive to more people.  It points to a complex market of diverse 

segments making complex trade-offs made within affordability and geographic constraints.  

It is important to understand the nature of this demand, though, as adoption of medium 

density housing has not matched expectations.  This may reflect: 

 The limited market for centralised, multi-medium density housing; 

 A mismatch between where plans are directing housing and where the market lies; 

 Supply difficulties with recent development that feed negative market perceptions. 

The resistance to medium density housing observed is consistent with overseas experience.  

New Zealanders‟ long-standing cultural preference for detached housing on individual 

sections has been reinforced by the leaky homes episode and failures in the developer 

driven, retail investor apartment market.  Rejectors see medium density housing as inferior: 

characterless, drab, monotonous, cramped, leaky, subject to the complications of bodies 

corporate, lacking privacy, noisy, insecure, lacking an outlook, lacking hobby and storage 

space, having parking problems, not allowing pets, and with poor prospects for capital gains.   

Despite this, the residents of low rise apartments, terrace development, and high density 

detached housing interviewed were generally happy with them.  (This may be coloured by 

the relatively new state and quality of case studies developments.  No apartments above 

four storeys were covered).  

Consequently, changing tastes and experience could lift long-term acceptability of residential 

intensification, with apparently low adoption to date a sign of over-optimism in forecasts and 

policies regarding the rate at which this might happen.   

The influences on choice can be organised across three levels spatial resolution:  

1. accessibility to activities at the city or sector-wide level, including how easy it is to get to 

jobs, higher order services and retailing, formal recreation and cultural activities, and the 
like.  In some respects this can be treated as a necessary condition, although the level of 
accessibility required will vary according to household characteristics;  

2. domain, which encompasses the area over which day-to-day social relations are formed 

and regular or lower order transactions take place. This corresponds broadly with suburb 
or neighbourhood, and may include elements of the medium density complex itself; and  

3. sanctuary, which refers to the dwelling, and may be influenced by the relationship of the 

dwelling to the complex and the immediate neighbourhood. 

The must-have parameters people look for in their sanctuary are much the same in medium 

density as in conventional housing: a safe and secure environment, privacy; space, light, 

and warmth; and flexibility in how it may be used; 

The discretionary things that add to the sense of sanctuary include privacy, ventilation; 

storage and parking space, good indoor-outdoor flow; contemporary design and modern 

fittings; areas for hobbies ( workshop, garden); and the capacity to personalise the dwelling. 

Domain preferences are influenced by lifestage:  

 Younger people (usually in non-family households) at the beginning of their working 
careers, housing ladder, and relationships tend to favour central city locations; 
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  Most groups, especially young families, tend to favour familiar neighbourhoods;  

 Family households tend to favour suburbs and town centres (this covers a variety of 
environments and implies greater flexibility than in the central city); 

 Older families and post-family households tend to remain in their established 
neighbourhood, suburb, or sector of the city.  

The resolution of preferences around sanctuary and domain will influence where and what 

style of housing is generally favoured according to lifestage segment, with the actual choice 

conditioned by limits of affordability, usually confined to geographic submarkets.   

The association between type and location of medium density housing and lifestage and 

socio-economic characteristics will not be consistent, though, as lifestyle preferences cut 

across any orderly demographic or socio-economic segmentation of households.  

Given that qualification, it is significant that future demand for new housing will be driven 

increasingly by the preferences of empty nester and retirement households, many of which 

own their dwellings.  This gives them the capacity to purchase well-appointed medium 

density housing that satisfies their expectations for domain and sanctuary.  They are less 

likely to favour small, centralised apartments than younger households and are more likely to 

have a commitment to particular residential submarkets, built on a stronger sense of domain.  

Consequently, residential intensification is more likely to be achieved with plans allowing for 

diversity of locality and form.  This, in turn, means meeting supply challenges in suburban 

environments where land is more fragmented and there are fewer brownfield opportunities 

than associated with the centralised developments of the recent past.  Intensification in 

suburban areas also raises a greater risk of resistance to spill-over effects from established 

households.  It calls for a flexible approach to the location and form of medium density 

housing and a public commitment to maintaining the quality of the wider domain.  

The report draws on buyers‟ preferences and residents‟ experiences to identify design and 

quality features that might improve the medium density housing offering.  Diversity of 

demand and diversity of potential settings mean that it is difficult to set strict guidelines, the 

study offers a series of principles that might be applied to individual developments.  It 

distinguishes attributes of neighbourhood and the wider development (domain) from those 

relating to dwellings (sanctuary). It highlights the importance of accessibility, safety and 

security, and privacy, and identifies a range of other matters which will influence the 

acceptability to a greater or lesser extent dependent on market and geographic setting..    

The report also offers three general recommendations:  

Affordability: Planning and policy should provide for a wider distribution, greater diversity, 

and greater flexibility of medium density housing than has prevailed in the recent past.   

Supply: A more integrated, consumer-centric, and collaborative approach to policy, 

planning, design and development should offer cost and supply benefits.   

Ownership: Attention should be redirected from centralised apartment buildings to styles 

and standards of medium density housing that will appeal to established, owner occupiers.   

One outcome of the third recommendation may be to free up the market for existing houses, 

increasing the options for first home buyers, including the rapidly expanding intermediate 

housing market segment (two incomes, cannot afford a house) and young families.  
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Executive Summary 

Study Objective 

This research was for the Centre for Housing Research Aotearoa New Zealand.  Its aim was 

to: 

Identify those features of residential intensification that need to be addressed to make 
high(er) density housing a relatively more attractive option for an increased number of 
New Zealanders.  

Four working papers underpin this research.  They are attached as appendices in Volume 2 
to this report. They:  

1. Review the New Zealand and international literature; 

2. Evaluate the information base informing policy expectations for increased demand for 

higher density housing in new Zealand;  

3. Report on focus group research into the attitudes and preferences of people currently or 

recently active in the Auckland housing market;  

4. Consider the experience of residents of five medium-density developments, in Auckland, 

Tauranga, and Wellington.   

The study focuses on consumer experience and attitudes to identify attributes of medium 

density housing that might increase its market appeal and uptake.  It also raises related 

matters that will influence the market. These include changing home tenure (more rentals), 

governance matters (the role of the body corporate), and barriers to supply.  The study 

covers these matters to the extent that they may influence market acceptance.  

The Policy Setting 

Higher densities are achieved by increasing the number of dwellings in a neighbourhood 

either by increasing the land available to housing or by lifting the share of multi-unit 

dwellings, or both, to achieve a lift in population or households per unit area.   

 “Medium density” is used as a shorthand term for higher than traditional residential densities 

in this study.   

Over the past 30 years a number of reasons have been advanced for lifting densities.  They 

have included responding to the needs of smaller households, protecting productive rural 

land, containing infrastructure costs, increasing the efficiency of public services, reducing 

environmental impacts, enhancing urban design, boosting housing choice and affordability, 

improving accessibility, and promoting a greater sense of community.   

The needs of the consumers of housing do not feature directly or even high on this list. 

Policies pursuing residential intensification have moved to the fore on the planning agenda 

since the 1980s when the Auckland Regional Authority wrote it into the Auckland Regional 

Planning Scheme (1988), shifting from promoting growth across the region to focus on 

higher densities around centres within the built up area.  Other cities have followed this lead 

(Tauranga, Hamilton, Wellington, and Christchurch).  Despite big differences in size and 

circumstance, the common objective has been a more compact city.  
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Progress to Date 

A review of the Auckland Regional Growth Strategy in 2005 noted  

“that intensified housing is associated with poor quality design and low amenity. ... poor 
quality construction; concern about long-term maintenance; poor layout; insufficient 
space; and lack of integration with surroundings” (Syme et al, 2005). 

Resistance to high density living was confirmed in a 2007 update of the Auckland Regional 

Growth Strategy.  Limited progress may be based on: long-standing cultural preferences; the 

association of higher density with inferior housing, transiency, poverty, and criminality; 

difficulty delivering intensive housing that can compete on cost grounds with more favoured 

detached dwellings; concerns over the operations of bodies corporate; the impact on existing 

neighbourhoods and residents, and a dislike of housing in mixed use areas.   

Resistance to Medium Density Housing 

Research in New Zealand confirms resistance in the population at large and demonstrates 

that the increased densities that have been achieved have been driven by a distinctive group 

that favours inner city apartments: young people, in education or early career stage, singles 

and couples and non-family households, and frequent movers.  Continuing growth in 

demand for central apartments will depend on just how much this group expands.   

Medium density developments based on terrace, semi-detached, or detached housing better 

reflect the mixed age nature of suburbs, including young families and older households.  

Young families value the space, security, and amenity of the suburbs.  Older households 

may be in no hurry to move out of the family home with its space and flexibility, and when 

they do tend to be committed to their current neighbourhood.  

One driver of the shift into medium density housing has been declining home ownership.  

The emergence of a large intermediate market of working households, often with two 

incomes, that cannot afford to buy into even low priced housing is the most obvious 

manifestation of this.  Nevertheless, renters still aspire to ownership. 

The international literature confirms this aspiration and a long-standing and widespread 

resistance to increased housing densities that frustrates compact city policies in Australia, 

the USA, and the United Kingdom. The discord between what people state apparently 

favouring intensification in surveys or in response to discussion documents and their actual 

decisions has been noted in these markets.   

Understanding Housing Choice 

Understanding motivations in the housing market means understanding the values 

associated with housing in general.  The key attributes people seek almost universally as 

they move up the housing ladder – safety, security, space, and ambience – can be 

encapsulated in the notion of domain.  This sense of domain is likely to be weaker among 

young people and others living in central apartments, many rented. It is likely to be stronger 

in suburbs where the networks of relationships formed around the nuclear or extended family 

and higher levels of owner occupancy create a stronger sense of attachment. 
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Potential Demand  

Policies for residential intensification rely on Statistics New Zealand (SNZ) sub-national 

demographic projections.  Future housing demand is estimated by extrapolating household 

types by age cohort, or applying changes in average household size to projected population. 

One such analysis was published by the Building Research Association of New Zealand 

(BRANZ) in 2007.  It projected 26,950 additional dwelling units needed a year nationally 

(medium projection) for the ten years to 2016, and 28,860 a year from 2016 to 2026.  

Multi-unit dwellings were projected to reach 38% of new houses nationally, compared with 

25% between 1996 and 2006.  In Auckland they were projected to jump from 36% of new 

dwellings between 1996 and 2006 to 66% between 2016 and 2026.  This implies a 

substantial shift in the character of new housing.  At the same time, ownership rates were 

projected to decline from 67% in 2006 to 58% in 2026 and to 54% in Auckland.   

The BRANZ projections at the national and regional level are broadly consistent with those 

provided in similar reports.  

Comparing Expectations with Outcomes 

However, at the start of the 2006 to 2026 period multi-unit construction fell well short of the 

average projected.  Nationally, it accounted for 24% of all houses consented over the 15 

years 1996 to 2010, but fell to 21% over 1996 to 2010 (the first four years of the projection 

period), and just 17% in 2010.  In Auckland the number of multi-unit consents from 2006 to 

2010 (7,160) was just over a third of the figure for the previous five years (20,830).  

Consents averaging 1,430 dwellings per years compared with a projection for Auckland of 

4,560 per year between 2006 and 2016, a 69% shortfall.   

Under conditions of recession multi-unit consents have fallen much more rapidly than 

consents for detached housing.  Even if the current shortfall is just a cyclical movement or 

one-off response to the global financial crisis it is unlikely that movement back towards the 

long-term projections (to 2016 or even 2026) can be achieved. 

The Private Rental Market  

In 2006 renters accounted for 26% of detached housing in Auckland, but 61% of multi-unit 

dwellings.  Only 27% of residents of inner city and 32% in outer city apartments in the three 

metropolitan centres owned their homes, compared with 65% nationally.   

Growing dependence on rental tenure is expected to support the growth of multi-unit 

dwellings.  However, the shift to multi-unit dwellings has not kept pace with the growth of the 

rental sector.  For example, while Auckland added 44,300 private rental households between 

1996 and 2006 (DTZ New Zealand, 2008) it added 10,000 fewer multi-unit dwellings 

(34,360), many of which would be owner-occupied in any case.   

Institutional Constraints 

The residential development sector virtually collapsed in second part of the 2000s, leaving a 

significant gap to be filled if the rental market is to expand through comprehensive, medium 

density development.  A Boffa Miskell (2009) report flagged the following supply problems:  
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1. Undue delays in consenting add to development cost and risk, leading to conservative 

designs or discouraging investment altogether; 

2. Development contributions levied by councils are a deterrent to investing in residential 

development, especially given that areas for intensification often have poor infrastructure 

and the costs of upgrading fall on developers and, through them, prospective residents; 

3. Poor financial practices have contributed to development company failures  and a lack of 

confidence in the sector by debt and equity investors; 

4. Banks resist the downward revaluation of overvalued vacant sites that might otherwise 

make them attractive to develop. 

Council-related issues include planning and consent delays, under-capacity in infrastructure, 

and expectation of large development contributions to address this.   

Residential Submarkets 

The propensity to move is spatially constrained: the majority of households move within a 

sub-market that may be defined by neighbourhood or geographical sector (north, west, 

central or south).  Expectations that higher densities will be achieved largely by increasing 

apartment living, brownfield redevelopment, and consolidation around centres and the CBD 

need to be qualified by an understanding of these submarkets.  Dispersed household growth 

and containment of future demand within submarkets mean that the stock of multi-unit 

housing needs to be increased substantially outside the CBD if the adoption of medium 

density housing is to increase.  

Composition of Demand 

Indicative SNZ projections of household composition and age structure indicate the 

demographic drivers of the shift towards smaller households, the main one being an 

increase in single and two person households.  Most people driving small household growth 

from 2006 to 2031 will be empty nesters (aged about 50 to 64 years) and early or active 

retirees (aged about 65 to 79 years).  Together they account for 64% of projected growth in 

smaller households, and older retirees another 21%.  Analysis of apartment dwellers in 2006 

suggests these groups are unlikely to favour living in central apartments.  

The historical drivers of apartment living, young adults (20-29), are projected to account for 

only 11% of national growth in the small household category, although 18% in Auckland.   

What Buyers Think 

Three focus groups were conducted among people active in the middle or lower price tiers of 

the Auckland private housing market. They were grouped around whether or not they were 

receptive to the idea of medium density housing.  Overall, their top of mind responses to 

medium density housing tended to be strongly negative.  Medium density housing was seen 

as characterless, drab, monotonous, cramped, leaky, subject to the complications of bodies 

corporate, lacking privacy, noisy, insecure, lacking an outlook, lacking hobby and storage 

space, having parking problems, not allowing pets, and with poor prospects for capital gains.  

The association with a high share of rentals was also negative.  

Housing location preferences common to all participants include proximity to family, access 

to motorways and public transport, safety and security, and areas of like-minded people.  
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Off-street parking and garage space are desired.  An indoor-outdoor design with an external 

area for relaxation, entertainment, and children and pets to play in is a common wish.  

There were some variations in what groups wanted.  Renters want stable, long-term 

affordable leases.  Home buyers want sections for children, a spacious 3-4 bedroom home, 

and good insulation. Their choice is financially constrained, but influenced by school needs, 

family responsibilities, and a desire for stability. 

Settled couples buying a first home favour suburbs they are familiar with and proximity to 

family, stand alone houses with a section, a garage, and minimal maintenance.  Single 

women living alone cover all ages (and may have children).  Because of their financial 

circumstances apartments are a serious option for them, especially if they offer safety, good 

internal access, and “nice neighbours”.  

Despite their preferences, a tight market is making it hard for people to achieve them, and 

pushing them to consider the medium density option.  Consequently, focus group 

participants were able to identify what could make medium density housing work for them.  

Attributes of sanctuary that might lead to greater acceptance of medium density dwellings 

include: 

1. Physical separation from neighbours; 

2. Private outdoor space; 

3. Large garages connected to the dwelling; 

4. Open plan design and a feeling of spaciousness; 

5. A modern, light home with a sunny aspect; 

6. Quality materials and architect-standard design. 

Attributes of domain that might lead to greater acceptance of medium density neighbour-

hoods include: 

1. A mix of housing styles, ideally with nothing over two storeys; 

2. Some shared leisure facilities; 

3. Nearby parks, playgrounds, and safe places for children to play; 

4. A sense of security built into access and design; 

5. Cul de sac layouts, perhaps creating distinctive small neighbourhoods; 

6. Quality controls by means of covenant; 

7. On and off-street parking. 

What Residents Think 

Residents in five medium density developments were interviewed.  These covered the city 

edge (apartments in Grey Lynn in Auckland and Mt Cook in Wellington), inner and outer 

suburbs (a terrace house development, Tuscany Towers, in New Lynn), intensive housing 

(Addison, Takanini in Auckland) and one secondary city (small detached sections and 

houses at Urban Ridge on the edge of Tauranga).  

The location of developments is important.  Different styles of neighbourhood attract broadly 

different types of people. CBD fringe neighbourhoods attract younger households with higher 

disposable incomes, focussed more on work and recreation opportunities. New Lynn is a 

suburban centre in a lower income area with greater attraction to families.  Medium density 

housing in suburban localities tends to house more families and older people. 
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Connectivity is important regardless of location because travel linkages for work, study or 

social purposes while quite widely distributed, are mostly within a 20-30 minute envelope.  

Even with good public transport most non-local trips rely on private vehicles, primarily cars. 

Although the attributes of a particular complex might be oriented towards the preferences of 

a specific segment, this does not prevent households from quite different segments from 

purchasing or renting in that complex.  

Generally interviewees were satisfied with their medium density dwellings and could indicate 

what was important to them at neighbourhood and community level, and with the complex 

itself (based on shared spaces), the exterior, the dwellings, and their attributes (Table One).  

 

Table One: Desirable Attributes Identified by Medium Density Housing Residents 

Domain Sanctuary 

 Quality: 

Recreation facilities, including parks. A new dwelling 

Scale: the number of households in the 
development 

Modern and contemporary decor; design 
features that add value (e.g. high stud) 

Community interaction: networks and strength of 
ties Ethnic diversity and predominant nationalities 

Quality of fixtures and fittings (e.g. appliances, 
carpets, tap ware, bench tops) 

Household types and sizes  Good condition; clean and tidy 

Quiet or noisy surroundings Low maintenance; less housework 

Price range Capacity:  

Standard of maintenance Number of bathrooms 

Tenure mix Cupboard space in kitchen and bathroom  

Crime levels. Size of rooms and a sense of space, 
especially living rooms; open plan with 
balconies/decks/gardens helps 

The Complex 
Storage space; especially when trading down 
from bigger home 

Good stairwells and lift spaces in apartments Garage; often used for storage 

Visitor parking spaces Comfort: 

Safe access roads Natural light in all habitable rooms 

Adequate reserves Access to sunshine 

Appropriate trees in appropriate places Well insulated and warm 

Tidy gardens Quiet; can‟t hear neighbours 

The Exterior 
Separate laundry (to contain the noise of the 
washing machine) 

Visual appeal Outside window in bathroom. 

Quality construction Connection with the outside 

Good maintenance Privacy; rooms not overlooked 

Security and safety  

Well designed parking areas  

Outlook; views or landscape rather than of a 
building or fence 

 Low maintenance Storage space 

A sitting out area, which may be a balcony or a 
small garden 

Size of garage 

 Adequate car parking for residents and 
visitors 

The particular style of a dwelling; apartment, 
terrace, or town house 

 

  

Most attributes identified are widely sought after.  Some vary among segments.  The number 

of bedrooms obviously varies according to household composition.  Older households tend 

to favour single level units and a greater sense of spaciousness and privacy.  Flat mates 
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look at the quality of personal space within and between bedrooms.  Some households look 

for more storage room than others, additional parking space, and so forth.  

Shared space is an area of divergent needs and views. A key to how it is developed and 

used is who pays, especially with recreational facilities. Outside the most expensive 

developments, residents may resist the high fees involved in providing such facilities on site. 

Unit title ownership is an increasingly common form of ownership for medium density 

housing. While not all residents are happy with the rules around bodies corporate, there is 

usually acceptance that, if effective, it makes life in the development better and protects the 

value of individual properties.   

There appears to be recognition that working through a body corporate is all part of the 

package. There is acceptance that it is important to have a common under-standing of what 

is and is not acceptable. In this way the chances of disharmony resulting from the behaviour 

of others is diminished.  The activities of the Body Corporate (through the property manager) 

can contribute to a pleasant living environment  

Choices and Trade Offs 

The options from which households choose are usually limited, with tradeoffs taking place 

within a price envelope and geographically constrained market.  Ownership can complicate 

trade-offs. Unit titles are viewed as a benefit if shared spaces are well maintained and where 

an effective body corporate is seen as an assurance that property value will be maintained. 

Others may see the fees and the rules as a negative.  

The nature and range of facilities within easy reach also enter the trade-off, including shops, 

schools, banks, and public transport, although they may be less important to car dependent 

households than for those for whom the capacity to walk to services is important. 

There are clear differences in trade-offs made between apartment dwellers and others. 

Apartments (particularly small apartments) close to the CBD or major centres have the most 

obvious target in the young professional singles and couples segments.  Yet this does not 

stop a diverse range of household types also occupying them.  

This suggests that the way through the diversity of segmentation and the complexity of 

trade-offs may be to ensure flexibility in multiunit design and operation regardless of setting.   

Increasing rental tenure is reflected in some innovation and flexibility in supply already.  

Additional forms include renting parts of another house with or without its own entrance, 

sleep-outs, garages, attic or loft space. The housing choices made by renters are influenced 

by circumstance, from looking for long term security through to renting between house 

purchases. Some choose to rent in a development where they are considering buying to get 

a better idea of the area and the housing. This may be more practical in today‟s tight market 

in which people who cannot sell are choosing to rent their dwellings after they move on. It 

also applies to new housing which cannot find a ready market of buyers at the desired price. 

In choosing medium density housing the buyers and renters interviewed had effectively 

rejected the traditional detached house and large section (possibly not by choice if 

affordability had determined the choice).  Private space within the sanctuary had effectively 

been traded off for public outside in the domain, either in the immediate vicinity or in the 
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wider area.  Such a trade-off might be more likely at some lifestages compared with others, 

with households with children most likely to resist it. 

The quality associated with the “new and modern” also plays an important part.  Quality 

gains can compensate for loss of indoor and outdoor space, again within financial and 

geographic constraints and the willingness to make the trade-off influenced by lifestage.   

Dispersed Medium Density Housing and Spill-over Effects 

One implication of diverse markets, housing motivations, and choices is that policies directed 

at compact cities need to allow for the differentiation of demand and supply.  One way is to 

allow for medium density housing across a range of localities within geographic submarkets. 

Under these circumstances medium density housing can range from traditional detached 

houses on small sections, through semi-detached housing, terraces and units, to medium 

(walk-up) and high rise apartment blocks, with design variants within these broad types.  The 

resistance of residents in traditional suburbs to medium density housing suggests that this 

variety might be exploited to enhance compatibility with existing development.  Intensification 

of suburbs may be made more acceptable by such measures as creating public green 

space, expanding community amenities, and implementing traffic management measures.   

Market Segmentation 

The fundamental driver of housing demand is life-stage, which broadly influences the main 

transitions across the housing ladder (Table Two). Within a lifestage, segments‟ socio-

economic circumstances will influence housing expectations and the capacity to pay for 

different forms and standards.  Jointly, life-stage and socio-economic status will influence 

attachment to a particular locality as well as shaping needs and preferences for different 

forms of development and styles of housing.  Even within similar demographic and socio-

economic categories households may choose quite different housing types, however, based 

on their lifestyle tastes and requirements, creating a whole lot more potential segments.  

It is the way in which lifestage, socio-economic status, and lifestyle combine preferences that 

will define the most meaningful housing demand segments.  However, the potentially large 

number of segments resulting complicates forecasting the composition of the housing 

market and prescribing design and quality in any detail.  Predictability is also limited by a 

tendency for households to make housing transitions at different ages (especially over 

succeeding generations) and to move across socio-economic and lifestyle categories.    

The solution to this complexity is to focus on commonly desired attributes initially, and to try 

to design flexibility into development within these parameters.  Flexibility is one of the key 

attributes of detached housing that would increase the attractiveness of multi-unit dwellings if 

it can be built into their design.   
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Table Two: Segmentation Schema 

Segmentation 
Type: 

Life stage 
Socio-economic 

Status 
Lifestyle 

Defined by: Age, family status 
Education, income, 
wealth 

Personality, values, 
attitudes, opinions, 
interests, activities 

Relevance to 
housing choice: 

Stages & transitions 
determine housing 
needs 

Status defines 
expectations & 
capacity to meet them 

Impact on preferences 
within & across lifestage 
& socio-economic 
groups  

Examples of 
Indicators:   

Independence Occupation Work status and style 
Non-family 
relationships 

Income  Social & leisure activities 

Family formation  
Childbearing and 
raising 

Housing Tenure 
Location Quality of 
housing 

Function of housing: asset, 
expression of personality, 
etc 

Maturing Family 
Expectations of 
sanctuary 

Location 

Separation  
Empty nester  

Expectations of domain 
 

Early retirement 
  

Later retirement     

 

Principles as Guidelines 

This study has combined secondary sources with qualitative market research to identify a 

range of attributes that should be considered in the policy, planning, and development of 

medium density housing.  One way to consolidate these findings from diverse sources is to 

use them to develop guidelines that might to inform stakeholders across the housing “supply 

and production chain”. 

Guidelines to medium density housing used in New Zealand and elsewhere tend to focus on 

type of structure and building form, reflecting the input and perhaps even the preferences of 

designers rather than residents.  They present a professional rather than market-oriented 

view of the qualities that contribute to desirable – or acceptable – dwellings of different 

densities.  Yet it is the needs, expectations, and preferences (and trade-offs) of households, 

the focus of the original research reported here, that will influence the rate of adoption.  It is 

difficult to see how the parsimony and simplification associated with most guidelines might 

align with the needs of particular segments in particular localities.  As they stand, guidelines 

tend to be limited to the presentation of exemplars of different types of structure.  

Given the complexity and dynamics of the market in terms of potential range of segments 

and the ways in which households might transition among them, this may be the best that 

can be done, with a limit to the extent to which the interaction of preferred attributes in 

buyers‟ minds might be built into prescription.   

For this reason, guidelines are presented below as a series of principles that might be 

applied to policies, plans, designs, and developments in different settings and for different 

segments.  Underlying all of these is the need for flexibility to reflect contrasting contexts, 

diverse segments, and changing lifestages, socio-economic circumstances, and lifestyles. 
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The Must Haves 

Priorities among attributes will differ by segment.  Some attributes, though, may be sought 

after by all segments.  These are the “must haves”, the features necessary, if not sufficient, 

to ensure the marketability of medium density housing.  These are summarised below. 

(1) Accessibility 

The key message is that a combination of proximity to local amenities and the ability to move 

easily to other localities including the CBD will provide the accessibility people expect from 

medium density development.   

Principle Medium density housing requires locations which provide a high level of access to 

local services and good connectivity to other parts of the city. 

(2) Safety and Security 

Primary among the must-haves are security and safety at the level of domain (the 

neighbourhood and development) and at the level of sanctuary (the development and the 

dwelling).  

Principle: Treat safety and security as drivers behind the design of the complex as a whole, 

its relationship with the neighbourhood, and individual spaces and dwellings within it. 

Attributes of Domain 

(3) Distribution and Diversity 

The dominant location preference among established and older households is to stay more 

or less in existing neighbourhoods or in submarkets defined at a sub-regional level. This 

means that to encourage a greater variety of households to move to higher density 

accommodation it is important to provide for opportunities to be widely distributed.  This will 

be supported by a wide range of medium density housing types. 

Principle: Recognise in planning the desirability of introducing a variety of medium density 

options (by way of housing types) across a range of locations. 

(4) Neighbourhood Amenities 

Neighbourhood amenities are important to residents of medium density housing.  The value 

of different amenities will vary by segment.  Schools, parks and playgrounds are important to 

families for example. Local shops and cafes are likely to be more important to non family 

segments.  Parks and reserves are important to residents in the suburban developments.  

Principle: Medium density development should be favoured in areas with a range of nearby 

community and commercial amenities; or developed in areas where there is a commitment 

to the provision of such amenities.  
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(5) Urban Landscape  

Neighbourhood appearance has a bearing on housing choice.  The preferred urban 

landscape has greenery and open space.  Even with apartment dwellers there is some 

concern over the impact of continuing intensification on the character of the neighbourhood.  

Principle: The focus of urban design for medium density housing development should be on 

the character and quality of residences, green spaces and the associated urban landscape; 

where development takes place in a mixed use area the impact of unrelated uses should be 

mitigated by appropriate design or planning measures.  

 (6) Scale of Development 

Residents of apartments or comprehensive developments, like their counterparts in 

predominantly single house suburbs, tend to resist further “massing” of the urban landscape 

around them, the cumulative impact on character, and associated crowding.  A preference 

for smaller scale developments also reflects the perceived higher amenity levels associated 

with walk-up apartments 

Principle: Avoiding spill over effects and encouraging uptake of medium density housing will 

be achieved by limiting the scale of individual developments (a maximum of three or four 

storeys) and the local density of multiple developments. 

 

Attributes of Sanctuary 

(7) Dwelling Site and Layout 

There is a wide range of attributes to be considered that will reinforce the sense of sanctuary 

for residents of medium density dwelling, thereby improving its market place appeal.  These 

include spaciousness, privacy and private spaces, and security.  Other attributes will enable 

people to personalise their dwellings, including garden areas or balconies.   

Principle: Medium density housing should be modern in design, with a layout that allows for 

some personalisation supported by private outdoor space  

(8) Capacity 

Capacity can be provided by ample size of rooms, providing for flexibility in their use, and by 

allowing for moveable partitions. It is also about the lifestyle a dwelling affords, reflected 

storage space, space for hobbies, crafts, and work or study, and avoidance of visual 

intrusion that might cut down the freedom or flexibility of use.   

Principle: Medium density dwellings should be of sufficient size and capacity as to provide 

adequate space, including storage space, and allow for flexibility, which may entail multiple 

uses of rooms without visual intrusion. 
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(9) Comfort 

Comfort is influenced by layout and capacity.  It is also influenced by the quality of materials 

and fit out to the extent that they influence how easily people live “within the walls”.  

Principle: Internal layout and treatment of external walls and windows and materials should 

contribute to adequate natural internal light, ventilation, and good thermal and aural 

insulation to enhance the liveability of dwellings. 

(10) Quality 

An assurance of structural integrity and the durability of materials have become “must 

haves” as a result of the leaky building experience.  Beyond that, an important appeal of 

medium density living for many residents and potential buyers is the quality associated with 

a modern or new dwelling.   

Principle: The integrity of structure and materials is important to the market while quality 

fittings will increase the attractiveness of medium density housing. 

Recommendations 

The preceding principles should foster flexibility, diversity, and innovation in location and 

design that will broaden the appeal of medium density housing. 

The following recommendations relate to wider issues that have emerged in the course of 

the study which can influence the progress made in increasing medium density housing. 

They relate to affordability, ownership, and implementation. 

Affordability 

Dwelling prices and rentals have for some time increased faster than incomes.  The difficulty 

of assembling the land necessary for the comprehensive development necessary to achieve 

lower building costs in medium density housing means there is an insufficient price 

differential between multi-unit housing and detached dwellings to encourage a shift from the 

latter to the former.  

The affordability barrier to private housing might be best addressed by redirecting medium 

density housing options to current owner occupiers, thereby freeing up second-hand stock in 

areas and at prices that might enable the growing numbers in the intermediate housing 

market and young family segments greater ownership opportunities.   

More options for medium density housing in more parts of the city could reduce investment 

and development thresholds also, increasing the capacity of the market to supply through a 

proliferation of diverse, quality small and medium developments. 

This implies a significant shift, though, from the sort of apartment stock that has dominated 

the growth of the medium density market over the past decade, and far greater provision for 

and encouragement of diversity in type, style, and location.  

Recommendation: Review current plans and regulations affecting the construction of multi-

unit development with a view to increasing flexibility to promote diversity and innovation in 
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new medium density housing throughout urban areas, including inner and outer suburbs, 

and encourage a more flexible and active second hand home market. 

 

Ownership 

The report has also highlighted issues around growing rental tenure, and the potentially 

negative impact of a high share of renters on the sense of community for owner occupiers 

and on property values.  As the intermediate housing market expands and housing stress 

increases, this division is likely to increase, together with the spatial segregation effect of 

multi-unit dwelling, especially if dominated by small units in apartment blocks in central 

areas.   

Given a long-standing cultural, economic, and social commitment to owner occupancy in 

New Zealand, though, its association with family and social stability and economic progress, 

the aspirations of the population, and especially expectations associated with a maturing 

population, maximising ownership should remain a priority in policies directed at medium 

density housing.  Ownership will be achieved more readily in settings which provide for 

diverse household types, design and location.  While policies directed at affordability should 

ensure that rental levels remain reasonable, it can be argued that their objective should 

remain facilitating the transition to ownership. 

Recommendation: Recognise the social, cultural, and economic importance of home 

ownership to the majority of New Zealand households and provide for the diversity of 

housing development, including medium density dwellings that will help to meet those 

aspirations while ensuring the operation of unit title arrangements helps to sustain the quality 

and value of private housing in them. 

 

Implementation 

There is significant potential for multi-unit housing to play a bigger role in the future.  The 

report has indicated what may work by way of design and quality, and proposed principles 

and recommendations that should help in this. However, the experiences of residents and 

other stakeholders suggest supply problems associated with lack of a coordinated approach 

to development. Despite a public policy commitment to creating more capacity for smaller 

households in smaller dwellings there are inconsistencies among and within agencies and a 

lack of trust between the public and private sector parties involved.   

The opportunity for intensification in suburban areas, which may call for a greater variety of 

outcomes and rely on small scale initiatives, can be frustrated often by zoning regulations.  

Attempts to achieve higher density living in greenfield sites may be frustrated by rigidity 

around urban limits.  The local public amenities that might increase the appeal of higher 

density developments in more centralised areas may be lacking and councils slow in 

progressing community facilities that might compensate residents for reduced private space 

and reluctant to take on maintenance responsibilities after construction.  

Without alignment of objectives among the various stakeholders, it is unlikely that the sorts 

of increase in density that plans currently call for will be achieved in a satisfactory manner.  
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This may call for institutional as well as procedural changes that commit the key players to 

collaborating through the course of planning, design, and implementation, and for better 

engagement with the market from the outset.   

Recommendation:  Policy makers should identify how the policies, plans and targets 

intended to increase housing densities will be implemented, including the role that planners, 

infrastructure providers, other government agencies, private developers and investors are 

expected to play; and consider alternative institutional frameworks for promoting integrated 

planning, design, and development that is responsive to market needs and preferences.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Study Goal  

Urban planning in New Zealand today emphasises the consolidation of urban areas in the 

interests of accommodating the growth of our cities in a more sustainable manner.   

A key policy in this quest is housing more people in less space by increasing residential 

densities.  This is consistent with international initiatives promoting smart urban growth and 

the design principles of new urbanism, especially with reference to increasing densities 

(www.newurbanism.org).  But, as discovered overseas, the adoption of higher residential 

densities in New Zealand has not been as rapid or widespread as expected or intended by 

planners and policy makers.  

While land supply, cost, and regulatory constraints to intensification have been scrutinised, 

less attention has been paid to consumer resistance.  It can be argued that the focus of 

policy analysis to date has only been on the supply side of the demand and supply equation.   

The research reported here was undertaken by CityScope Consultants for the Centre for 

Housing Research Aotearoa New Zealand (CHRANZ), and focuses on household demand 

for medium density housing.  The goal is to: 

Identify those features of residential intensification that need to be addressed to make 
high(er) density housing a relatively more attractive option for an increased number of 
New Zealanders.  

Ideally, the results will contribute to the design, quality, and affordability of residential 

intensification, making it a more attractive option to New Zealanders.  In addition, it is 

intended to provide a basis for quantifying the relative importance of different features of 

medium density housing to the wider market through a subsequent quantitative survey. 

1.2 Research Objectives 

Several objectives were identified in the CHRANZ research contract: 

1. Identify and undertake case studies that evaluate the provision of rental and owner 

occupied residential intensification in a range of examples from urban and provincial 

New Zealand; 

2. Investigate internal and external design, quality, and affordability issues, spill over 

effects, and post construction governance and management using the case studies; 

3. Investigate the ways and degrees to which residential intensification has fostered 

meeting people‟s needs for work, play, schooling, transport and amenity, privacy and 

safety in the case study areas; 

4. Identify ways in which the interests of the community, developers, land owners, and 

potential new occupants of more intensive housing can be reconciled through better 

communication, design, and closer attention to spill over, third party effects. 
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The brief called for the development of practical guidelines based on the findings that might 

assist in reconciling the interests of the local community, developers, land owners, local 

authorities, businesses, and potential occupants of more intensive housing.  

1.3 Research Method 

These objectives and questions have been addressed using several different methods.  

Detailed discussion and supporting material are contained in a series of working papers.  

These are contained in Volume 2 of the study. 

The first working paper reviewed the international and New Zealand literature on higher 

density housing.  It covers policy expectations, the nature of housing markets, constraints on 

choice, housing preferences, and consumers‟ views of higher density housing.  Working 

Paper 1 highlights generally negative attitudes towards higher density housing.   

The second working paper reviews the information base informing policy expectations for 

increased demand for higher density housing, and how that compares with recent residential 

activity.  It suggests that projected growth in demand for multi-unit dwellings may have been 

premature.  It also appears that the parallel focus on intensification within the central city 

may not be as appropriate in the future.  There are nevertheless grounds to expect that the 

rate of adoption will pick up, although not necessarily in the localities anticipated in plans to 

date. 

The third working paper involved focus group research with current or recent buyers or 

renters in Auckland.  The results reflected and confirmed the sources of resistance identified 

in the literature review.  Exercises undertaken by participants also began to identify the 

attributes of neighbourhood, housing complex, and dwelling style that might make higher 

density housing more appealing. 

The fourth working paper reports on case study research with residents and other stake-

holders from five different medium-density developments.  Three of these were located in 

Auckland, one in Tauranga, and the other in Wellington.  These indicate reasonable levels of 

satisfaction among residents with their dwellings and lifestyles which help to highlight 

attributes of dwellings, developments, and neighbourhoods that might add to their appeal. 

This report consolidates the information gathered, examines areas of convergence and 

divergence from the different sources, and draws general conclusions. It reports the findings 

in a consolidated manner with the aim of informing the various parties in the supply chain – 

planners, designer, developers, and builders – seeking to increase the attractiveness and 

uptake of higher density housing.   

Section 2 outlines the results of the underlying secondary and original research presented in 

more detail in the working papers.  Section 3 draws together the key findings about the 

market and its composition.  Section 4 focuses on the implications of these findings to 

generate a series of principles and recommendations that might be applied to the design and 

quality specifications of medium density housing within affordability parameters.  They also 

cover related matters around housing tenure and project implementation.  
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2 Attitudes, Preferences, and Behaviour 

This section summarises a review of the literature relating to the nature of higher density 

housing, the rationale for its promotion, impediments to its adoption, and responses of the 

market.   It draws on international and New Zealand sources.  The full review is contained in 

Working Paper 1, Policy and Practice Literature Review. 

2.1 Higher Density Housing: The Literature 

Intensification is a response to the challenges that increasing urbanisation places on the 

resources consumed in urban areas and the competitiveness of cities.  Promoting higher 

residential densities is one part of the package of measures favoured to help achieve this.   

Higher densities can be pursued by a range of policies. These include limiting the outward 

expansion of cities, creating zones allowing or promoting multi-unit development, 

redeveloping brownfield sites, providing for mixed use (encouraging housing, commercial, 

and service activities to locate close together), infilling underdeveloped sites, promoting 

increased inner city living, and redeveloping town centres.   

2.1.1 What is Residential Intensification? 

2.1.1.1 Housing Density 

Housing, dwelling, or residential density is usually measured as dwelling units per hectare.  

However, the nature of density is not straightforward.  

Perceived density is based on individuals‟ estimates of people in a given area and the 

organisation of the space available.  Crowding occurs when this perception is negative 

(Rapoport, 1975).  The same density can be evaluated differently under different 

circumstances, by different people, and in different cultures (Churchman, 1999). 

The denominator in the density equation, the area of land, may be defined by site, street, 

suburb, or city.  It may exclude non-residential land uses, although this is inconsistent with 

promoting mixed use where the presence, style, and condition of non-residential buildings 

will influence perceived density.  The tendency is to use gross densities. 

Density may also be measured in terms of habitable rooms per hectare (RPH), often used as 

a technical indicator of crowding (Forsythe, 2003) or people per hectare (PPH).  DPH may 

increase more rapidly than PPH.  In an ageing population falling household sizes in fact 

mean more dwellings are required to house the same population. In particular, infill 

development through the subdivision of sections and the addition of one or more dwellings 

may contribute to only a slight increase in densities without necessarily bring about a 

significant change in population (Bray Sharpin, 2006; Whitehead, 2008).   

Housing density may be divided into low, medium, and high categories to set policy targets.  

These terms, which are context specific, can be associated with different building styles.  

Intensification is then promoted by promoting these housing styles, from detached through 

semi-detached and terrace housing, to apartment buildings of varying mass.   
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As an example, the Auckland Housing Choices poster suggested 25 DPH1 as the boundary 

between low and medium density and 50 DPH as the boundary between medium and high 

(Regional Growth Forum, 2003).  The typology also indicated the potential for transitions in 

tenure types between different levels, from predominantly fee simple title for detached 

housing, through fee simple cross lease or unit title for town house and terrace styles, 

through to body corporate governance for apartment buildings.  

For present purposes, we suggest a multi-layered definition of housing density that 

embodies the drive for intensification, without referring to the higher order policy objectives 

or precise targets: 

Higher residential densities are achieved by increasing the number of dwellings in a 
given neighbourhood through increasing the land available to housing and/or lifting the 
share of multi-unit dwellings in a manner that encourages an increase in the population 
and thereby contributes to more intensive land use across the city as a whole.   

In practice, as indicated in the market research undertaken for this study (see Section 2.2), 

“medium density” is a useful shorthand term for higher than traditional densities.  That 

convention has been adopted for this report.  

2.1.1.2 Quality 

Housing quality at the national level is perceived in terms of “health and safety, amenity, 

functionality and efficiency” and therefore can be aligned to a considerable extent to the age 

of existing stock.  Modernisation is therefore seen as an important part of improving quality 

(Housing NZ Corporation, 2005).  

Quality at the individual or household level is more subjective and closely related to design.  

Design, in turn, will influence costs and therefore affordability. Dwelling quality is likely to 

refer to the scale and arrangement of internal space (functionality), appearance (aesthetics), 

integrity of materials; the standard of design and construction; arrangement of the site, 

relationship with other structures, and relationship with the street. 

Although relating to materials, building form and site layout, quality is both subjective and 

relative, qualified by the capacity to pay (affordability).  

Quality is also associated with urban design.  This may cover the arrangement of dwellings 

on their sites, and relationships between sites, structures, streets, and neighbours.  At a 

higher level again, quality can be defined relative to neighbourhood settings, including the 

arrangement of public and private space.  In each case, the nature of materials employed, 

the capacity of roads, other infrastructure, amenity and facilities are means by which design 

influences the perception (and reality) of residential quality.    

2.1.1.3 Affordability 

Housing affordability is generally treated in the literature as a collective term relating median 

incomes to house prices (e.g., Darroch, 2010).  While there are variants on this, defining 

affordability to reflect the relationship between household earnings and the cost of ownership 

                                                

1
  Gross neighbourhood density including all land uses 
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treats housing as a social good.  This may not help in the more limited analysis of the role of 

affordability in the uptake of higher density housing, where the trade-offs available to 

households between different housing attributes and the capacity to pay may be critical. 

Ideally, the present research will inform housing policies that go beyond simple target setting 

in terms of the size and character of dwellings, gross densities, and affordability and provide 

insight into the aspirations, preferences, and constraints facing households when they move 

and how any housing stock might be developed to better meet them.  

2.1.1.4 The Nature of Housing Markets 

Consideration has to be given to how markets operate to understand demand.  It is generally 

accepted that participants are neither fully informed nor necessarily rational in housing 

markets.  In addition, the mechanisms through which supply is lifted may be complex, 

contested, and prolonged.  Fragmented demand and differentiated and often constrained 

supply make it difficult to define markets or for them to work efficiently (Meen, 2001).   

Economic models treat space as limiting information and thereby confining the bulk of 

transactions to relatively localised neighbourhoods. Distance effectively limits consumers‟ 

search behaviour to geographical submarkets.  These submarkets tend to be the main focus 

of empirical analysis (Jones and Watkins, 2009).  

Housing markets are also usually subject to close regulation.  Largely technical regulations 

aim to ensure the integrity and safety of structures.  Planning controls are more concerned 

with avoiding or managing externalities and rely on rules and regulations to influence the 

supply and location of new housing land.   

2.1.1.5 Demand 

In the long-run, home ownership is a function of income growth and the accumulation of 

wealth.  Tenure (rental versus ownership) may reflect the distribution of wealth, stage of 

development, community stability, and the rate of growth. 

Price as the mediating influence between demand and supply is influenced by the fact that 

housing is a large capital expense, often funded through long-term borrowing.  In addition to 

house prices, the cost of capital, current interest rates and expectations, their movement in 

the future, and transaction costs all influence housing demand especially in the short-term.   

Diversity of demand is typically described in terms of lifecycle groups and housing careers 

based, in the first instance, on demographic cohorts (Kendig, 2005; Beer and Faulkner, 

2007, 2009).  Markets may be better seen as fragmented and complex with a variety of 

potential paths forward (and backward) through a housing “career” or “ladder”.   

2.1.2 Higher Density Housing in New Zealand 

2.1.2.1 A History of Detached Housing 

A preference for detached housing established in the European settler community in New 

Zealand was sustained through the 19th and 20th centuries.  Even public housing provided 

through state programmes to cope with rapid growth or meet social needs has long favoured 

single-unit homes and diverse design.   



 

Page 6 

 

In some instances, local governments provide social housing.  Councils, more than central 

government, have favoured multi-unit apartment buildings as an efficient way of doing this. 

Either by design or accident the state housing sector has reinforced the sense of entitlement 

to single unit housing in the public mind.  Its forays into multi-unit housing have not been well 

received.  Through them it has created a generally negative association between multi-unit 

housing, low incomes, social deprivation, and rental tenancies.   

The Push for Higher Density Cities in New Zealand  

Central government began to promote higher density housing in the 1970s and 1980s, 

mainly in recognition of the demographic promise of smaller households as the population 

ages (Ministry of Works and Development, 1979, 1984). This shift in thinking was picked up 

by the Auckland Regional Council (Grant, 1987, Auckland Regional Council, 1988).   

In a 1998 review the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment promoted medium 

and high density housing to reduce car dependence and associated fuel consumption and 

emissions.  In 2002 the Ministry for the Environment looked at growth management 

incorporating residential containment in the United States and advanced the view that it 

should take place at a metropolitan-wide level on a comprehensive basis.  The Ministry took 

the lead by developing an urban design guide and protocol.  These highlighted the need to 

design for medium and higher density housing and greater residential densities as part of 

good urban design practice (Ministry for the Environment, 2005; 2007).   

A review of the history suggests that the reasons for lifting residential densities have shifted 

and multiplied over time.  The advantages and objectives have progressed from responding 

to the needs of smaller households, through containing infrastructure costs, protecting 

productive rural land, increasing household densities to lift infrastructure efficiency, reducing 

environmental impacts, enhancing urban design, boosting housing choice and affordability, 

and improving movement and accessibility, to promoting a greater sense of community.  

Auckland 

During the 1980s the Auckland Regional Council shifted from promoting growth across the 

region and investigating satellite settlement to focus on higher densities within the existing 

built up area.  This led to the formalisation of Metropolitan Urban Limits as a method of 

containing growth and a commitment to the intensification of selected commercial centres, 

including the CBD (Auckland Regional Council, 1988; 1999).  

Other cities followed the Auckland lead, although the scale of the development challenge is 

generally much less.  The Western Bay of Plenty and Tauranga combined to develop an 

urban development strategy based on increasing the density of housing in Tauranga 

(Tauranga City Council et al., 2004).  The Greater Wellington Council (2007) promoted 

higher residential densities as part of its broader economic development strategy. The 

Waikato Regional Council and Hamilton City in the North Island (2009) and the Canterbury 

Regional Council, Waimakariri and Selwyn Districts, and Christchurch City (2007) in the 

South Island each combined to promote urban limits and intensification.  

In each case, the rationale is presented in terms of reducing the impacts of urbanisation by 

promoting high rather than low density development, the latter seen to consume more land 
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and transport resources than the former.  The promotion of multi-unit housing close to 

commercial centres, including the CBD, is also seen as increasing housing choice. 

2.1.3 The Auckland Experience 

The Auckland Regional Growth Strategy (ARGS) suggested that over the 50 years from 

1996 more than 50% of population growth (465,000 people) should be accommodated in 

multi-unit housing.  This represents a significant broadening of total housing stock.   

However, subsequent surveys suggested that planning procedures and development costs 

hinder intensification.  Also, the apparently poor quality of much multi-unit accommodation 

developed since then has impacted badly on the perception of medium density housing.  

The push for residential intensification continued through two collaborative projects over the 

decade, including the Auckland Sustainable Cities programme, involving central and local 

government, and the Sustainable Auckland Region programme involving just local councils. 

Despite this policy activity, a review in 2005 noted  

“that intensified housing is associated with poor quality design and low amenity. ... 
specific issues raised include poor quality construction; concern about long-term 
maintenance; poor layout; insufficient space; and lack of integration with surroundings” 

(Syme et al, 2005). 

A key finding was the strength of community resistance to intensification, and a fear that 

intensive housing projects would become “the slums of the future”.  The authors concluded 

that sound decision-making, adaptability, and flexibility were important if intensification was 

to win acceptance.  This conclusion was later moderated by recognition that demand was 

strong for well appointed apartments relative to supply in coastal or inner city areas.  In lower 

value suburban locations the perception of higher density housing as an inferior product 

relative to detached housing underlay greater resistance (Mead and McGregor, 2007).   

Resistance to high density living, especially away from the city centre, was confirmed in a 

2007 update report (Auckland Regional Growth Forum, 2007).  Among other things it called 

for a better understanding of what motivates the market, clarification of the benefits of 

intensive housing, and a focus by developers on appealing to end users – residents – rather 

than investors.  The review also acknowledged consumer concerns over the indifferent 

quality of the urban environment associated with intensification and the apparently poor 

design of the multi- unit dwellings.  

In the face of barriers to medium density housing the Auckland Regional Council committed 

a website to making the case for higher densities and providing guidance on purchasing 

multi-unit housing and on bodies corporate.  The review of the Growth Strategy also 

recommended reinforcing regulations to elicit intensification of town centres and improve the 

environment for higher density living. 

Despite such initiatives, the tendency has been to identify the suppliers, developers, as “the 

market” rather than the consumers, or residents. This focuses on physical parameters and 

regulations rather than on housing preferences.  Another characteristic of planning for higher 

density housing has been the assumption that demographic change can be used to estimate 

future housing need and provide sufficient insight into the nature of demand to support 
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predictions of housing uptake by type and locality.  Changing household character and taste 

is recognised only by reference to providing more varied housing styles.  

Market Perspectives  

The lag in the expected uptake of higher density housing suggests that these proxies for 

market analysis have been inadequate for policy or plan making, overestimating the appetite 

for smaller dwellings and underestimating resistance to greater densities. 

There has been some research in New Zealand into residential housing preferences that can 

inform policies directed at intensification, often of an academic nature.  For example, one 

national survey suggested that 80% of respondents favoured a detached house and just 4% 

an apartment (Preval et al, 2010).  

A survey of apartment buyers in central Wellington indicated that they valued much the 

same attributes in their dwellings as their suburban counterparts (sun, space, and style), but 

were more prepared to make trade-offs of these attributes against the benefits of greater 

proximity to work (and, to a lesser extent, entertainment, restaurants and the like; Morrison 

and McMurray, 1999).  However, inner city residents were distinctive for their youthfulness, 

non-family households, and limited commitment to remaining at their current location. 

Research in Christchurch highlighted strong resistance to infill housing among residents, 

and the way it was seen to contradict the “garden city” heritage and undermine an 

established and valued way of suburban life intimately linked with family and social relations 

(Vallance et al., 2005).   

Inner city residents of medium density housing in Christchurch were similarly concerned 

about the intrusive nature of any further increase in densities and the lower quality of 

development and standards of living they are associated with.   

Increased density was seen as actually lowering the social sustainability of housing; 

intensification of inner city sites saw the displacement of lower income households from the 

ageing housing stock in which they had enjoyed accessibility benefits by more prosperous 

residents in modern, well appointed units (Ancell and Fawcett Thompson, 2007).  

A similar process was observed in inner Auckland.  Here rapid growth in apartments was 

achieved in large part by gentrification.  The result was the emergence of distinct 

submarkets contrasting “high rise and poorly designed apartments in the CBD with low-rise, 

high quality developments near the waterfront” (Murphy, 2008).  While inner city living was 

promoted to reduce journey to work times, the higher quality apartments have a high 

proportion of second home owners in them, while the balance are marked by a large number 

of non-family households, students, and young people (Friesen, 2009). 

A Statistics New Zealand (SNZ, 2010) analysis of the attributes of apartment dwellers across 

all three metropolitan centres illustrated how distinct a group they are, with further 

differences between inner and outer city occupants.  They are relatively youthful, especially 

in the inner city, have low levels of household formation, and high levels of transiency or 

mobility.  Many have come from overseas (36% of the total in 2006).  Only 27% of people in 

inner city apartments actually owned them (36% in apartments outside the CBD compared 

with 67% nationally). 
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The results suggest that the increase in housing densities experienced over the last decade 

has been driven by a distinctive cohort.  Continuing to achieve increasing densities based on 

expanding apartment numbers in and around the central city will depend on just how much 

that cohort continues to expand in the future.  

Auckland City Council conducted its own research among residents of higher density 

housing in central Auckland.  It noted the youthful age bias and large number of single 

person households.  It also noted a reduction in people‟s sense of security in the inner city 

apartment housing environment.  Other sources of dissatisfaction were noise, small units, 

lack of outdoor living spaces, and lack of a sense of community (No Doubt Research, 2003).   

The distinctive nature of communities in higher density housing is not confined to the inner 

city. Research into Ambrico Place 15km from the CBD, for example, highlighted the very 

high level of Asian households in terrace development there, as well as high levels of tertiary 

qualification, relatively high personal incomes, and high rental tenure (Waitakere City 

Council, 2001). Despite generally positive responses to low-rise apartment living by the 

residents, casting the net wider raised some issues around the loss of amenity for existing 

residents and differences in views over the quality of the development (Dixon et al., 2002). 

Surveys of the recently established Flat Bush community of largely detached housing on 

small sections 25km from the CBD indicate that people were attracted there mainly by the 

capacity to trade up to a detached house with more room (Hand Consultants, 2008; Gravitas 

Research, 2008).  Residents enjoyed the sense of community but had misgivings over the 

prospect of higher density development in the next stage of development. Apartments were 

associated with crowding, loss of the sense of neighbourhood, and the increased insecurity 

which comes from seeing more people on the street, and knowing fewer of them.  

2.1.4 Pulling it All Together 

To develop projections of future residential demand (see Section 2.2, below) the Building 

Research Association of New Zealand reported on Changing Housing Need (BRANZ, 2007).  

From a review of earlier work it outlined a view of market dynamics, noting: 

1. Declining levels of home ownership, suggesting that the assumption of a linear housing 

“career” associated with life stage is breaking down (DTZ New Zealand, 2004); 

2. The continuing strength of aspirations of ownership: most renters aspire to ownership but 

face affordability problems; 

3. Older people believe younger people have higher aspirations for housing quality than 

they did; 

4. The quality and location of housing that younger people aspire to makes ownership more 

difficult for them to achieve; 

5. Families in rental accommodation prefer to rent in their preferred suburbs than move to 

owner-occupied housing in “cheaper suburbs”; 

6. Younger family households aspire to villa housing close to good schools; 

7. Older homeowners have generally acquired the home they want to occupy for the rest of 

their lives, even if it is larger than they need; 
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8. Mainly economic and political factors underlie the decline in home ownership (DTZ New 

Zealand, 2005); 

9. The options for housing the elderly are to upgrade or modify existing housing stock to 

facilitate ageing in place, cater for special needs as necessary, and provide housing for 

those who have never owned a home or may otherwise be unable to afford a move into 

housing appropriate to their needs (NZIER, 2004). 

The BRANZ report also reviewed studies dealing with shortcomings in housing supply, 

particularly the impact of the Metropolitan Urban Limit (MUL) in Auckland, concentrated 

(greenfield) land ownership, and fragmented (brownfield) ownership (Motu, 2007).  These 

factors are reflected in lower levels of ownership and higher housing stress, and a growing 

intermediate market of working households that cannot afford to buy even lower quartile 

priced housing.  These trends were expected to boost the need for rental units, which led to 

a call for an increase in institutional investment in the sector (DTZ New Zealand, 2007). 

The international research reviewed by BRANZ generally confirmed the conservatism that 

influences the housing market, with a preference for home ownership prevailing; an increase 

in rental tenure despite this; limited support for movement into higher density, multi-unit 

housing; and an expectation of ageing in place, or at least for people to remain within their 

established mixed-age communities as they get older (BRANZ, 2007, 5-9). 

BRANZ undertook its own survey of housing preferences and aspirations and reported that; 

1. Affordability is the major factor in choice of location, followed by views and suburb status; 

2. Double garaging stood out among preferred design features; 

3. House size stood out among those design features that influence the purchase of new 

and used homes, followed by quality kitchen and bathroom fittings.  A garden and a low 

maintenance structure were also important in choice of existing and new housing; 

4. For renters, house size, quality bathroom and kitchen fittings, and garaging were also 

important. 

For renters (63% were under 41 years) the main priorities were work and career, saving for a 

home, lifestyle purchases, and funding children‟s education. For owners the priorities were 

career followed by travel, retirement savings, and paying off the mortgage. 

2.1.5 Governance Issues 

The roles of bodies corporate appear to add to the negative connotations of intensive 

housing.  There are several dimensions around this issue. 

Traditionally, New Zealanders have favoured independent property ownership through fee 

simple title.  Fee simple title vests in the owner the widest rights of use, modification (subject 

to the provisions of the local district plan) and sale available through law.  When such title is 

held free of any mortgage encumbrances the property becomes freehold, although it may be 

subject to restrictive covenants placed on the title by previous owners. 

With the advent of multi-unit dwellings alternative forms of tenure – cross leasing or unit titles 

– are required to recognise the loss of autonomy associated with shared ownership and 

common responsibilities.  The Unit Titles Act, enacted in 1972 and revised in 2010, sets out 

the roles and responsibilities of owners individually and as members of the body corporate.   
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The 2010 revision recognises the increasing diversity and ad hoc nature of arrangements 

associated with more, large-scale developments. 

Through it, ownership of multi-unit complexes is divided among individual dwellings and 

common property, the unit title conferring on the dwelling most of the rights of sale, lease 

and transfer associated with fee simple titles. The relative value of the individual units 

determines their entitlements (by way of voting rights, for example) and responsibilities, by 

way of shares of common expenses. 

The body corporate takes responsibility for maintenance, insurance, and record keeping 

relating to common property.  It is generally governed by an owners‟ committee which 

engages others to undertake maintenance and associated tasks.  Most often it will appoint a 

management company or agency to perform the day-to-day tasks, keep the records, 

convene annual meetings, and prepare the accounts.  Where the scale justifies it the 

owners‟ committee or management company may appoint an on-site manager. 

Issues have arisen as the result of the relative inflexibility of the rules set at the time of body 

corporate formation (by the developers) and as a result of the often long term contracts held 

by management companies (Dupuis and Dixon, 2010).  Dupuis and Dixon suggest that 

through the rules initiated by the developer and its initial contract with a management 

company, it can maintain control well past the development and initial sale period.  

Difficulties with bodies corporate may reflect communication issues among members and 

differences over the rules and regulations that pertain to public areas and their maintenance, 

concerns over the role, performance, and communications of management. Problems may 

be exacerbated by the relatively high rate of turnover of units and the continuously changing 

nature of the body corporate itself as a result.  There is a question as to how far these issues 

undermine the appeal of multi-unit housing. 

A more general issue is how far these forms of governance impinge on public life, creating a 

form of public body that operates at a level below local councils.  With a shift into multi-unit 

housing, bodies corporate are responsible for an increasing volume of repairs and 

maintenance, and the management of shared space.  How well this is done impacts on both 

people‟s dwellings and their immediate neighbourhood.  The operation of owners‟ agencies 

has a potentially significant impact on the quality of residential intensification and 

consequently the quality of the urban realm (Easthope and Randolph, 2009).  

Moreover, the ways in which bodies corporate and in particular owners‟ committees operate 

can have a significant impact on relationships within a complex, as well as on the capacity of 

owners to achieve their aspirations, including on-selling when they wish.  With the increasing 

diversity of communities within apartments, the prospect of disenfranchisement of particular 

groups and internal division can be a serious one, impacting on how well the shared space is 

managed, and how the quality of housing is maintained.   

2.1.6 Overview: New Zealand Experience 

Residential intensification has been promoted nationally as a means of reducing the 

environmental impact of urban development.  The benefits cited have progressed from 

accommodating increased household numbers through achieving enhanced resource 
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management, reducing reliance on private cars, boosting public transport, promoting quality 

urban design, increasing housing choice, and nurturing a sense of community.  

Perhaps the main rationale for lifting residential densities is a commitment to compact cities.  

The secondary evidence reviewed here, though, suggests limited progress because of: 

1. Entrenched market resistance to multi-unit housing associated with long-standing 

cultural preferences and historical experience; 

2. A long-standing association of multi-unit developments with inferior housing and a 

negative social association associated with transiency, poverty, and criminality; 

3. The difficulty of delivering intensive housing that can compete with detached dwellings in 

suburban environments where multi-unit housing is seen as an inferior good; 

4. Concerns over bodies corporate and the implications of gated communities; 

5. The impact of changes to the neighbourhood environment on existing residents and a 

resistance to housing in mixed use (commercial or light industrial) areas.   

Much of this may simply be a common and instinctive resistance to change which, with the 

appropriate policies and changing lifestyles might be expected to diminish over time. This 

makes it important, though, to ensure that future higher density living is not contaminated by 

perceptions of poor design, poor quality, poor value and poor governance in medium density 

developments today.  

Another reason for limited progress may be the strength of resistance from existing residents 

faced with a transformation of their current environment and their expectations for its 

preservation.  This resistance may be most effective in the long-established medium to high 

income suburbs with high levels of amenity, suburbs attractive for intensification because 

they are often relatively close to and well connected with the central city (e.g., Perkins, 1988; 

Vallance et al., 2005).  Successfully introducing medium density housing into these settings 

potentially requires even higher qualities of specification than sought by potential residents.  

Contrasting the market resistance reported, there does appear to be demand for quality, 

inner city and coastal apartments.  There are issues of supply in these submarkets, though, 

and they are likely to be limited in size and impact by being confined to the high priced end 

of the market.  They sit outside the primary research described in the balance of this report, 

although they offer lessons in terms of both the potential for adoption of medium density 

housing, and the qualities necessary to fully realise that potential  

The fact that the market for intensification outside the most desirable environments appears 

limited has led to several responses: a search for better (or stronger) regulations; educating 

developers and consumers about the merits of intensification; and encouraging developers 

to upgrade a product currently viewed as inferior, without reducing affordability.  These 

responses, though, may not address what the market wants. 

2.1.7 A Market Perspective 

This section reviews international literature dealing with the apparent conflict between the 

policy preference for high density housing and a consumer preference for lower densities.   



 

Page 13 

 

2.1.7.1 Most People Don’t Want Higher Density Housing 

The international literature reveals long-standing and widespread resistance to increased 

housing densities, frustrating the proponents of compact cities in Australia, the USA, and the 

UK. The discord between stated preferences – especially collective preferences – and actual 

decisions (or revealed preferences) has been noted widely in these markets.  The review led 

to the conclusion that: there is a long-standing and wide-spread majority preference for 

detached housing and resistance to increasing densities (e.g., Reiner, 1963; Audirac et al., 

Senior et al., 2004; Bruegmann, 2005; Howley, 2009).  This is not absolute, though, with a 

significant minority apparently preferring inner city, higher density housing; and it could 

change in the future.   

An apparently slow rate of adoption of higher density housing to date may be a response to 

structural factors or misplaced market expectations, especially where experience of it is 

limited.  Structural constraints occur when the location and character of new housing is out 

of kilter with market needs.  Misplaced market expectations occur when policy objectives or 

regulations do not accord with market preferences.  Even when the public at large expresses 

a preference for density through submissions on planning documents, apparently endorsing 

compact cities, this does not necessarily flow through into individual household preferences 

(Downs, 2005).  

There is also evidence that the way in which higher density living is presented, both the 

attributes emphasised and the language used, can influence stated preferences (Lewis and 

Baldassre, 2010).  A focus on sustainability, for example, may elicit different responses from 

a focus on lifestyles.  What people say in response to formal surveys or submission-seeking 

based on societal outcomes may well be contrary to the core values that inform individual 

preferences and households‟ choice of lower rather than higher densities.  Consequently 

people belie in their behaviour what they apparently support in principle.  

2.1.7.2 Focusing on Transitional Behaviour 

Resistance to residential intensification is not absolute.  Drawing on the range of New 

Zealand and overseas research suggests where “target segments” for density might be best 

drawn from today:  

1. Young single adults or couples who value a location in and around the CBD; 

2. Disadvantaged minorities, including migrants, needing low cost, social housing;  

3. Older singles or couples, including empty nesters, with the means to purchase the 

qualities they value in their established lifestyles in a multi-unit setting. 

Of these, only the first group may have a significant underlying preference for centralised 

housing.  The second group may occupy inner city housing to the extent that it is influenced 

by the distribution of low cost or public stock.  The third group may accept centralised 

housing providing it is of sufficient quality.  Older people, though, are more likely to stay in 

the neighbourhood they are familiar with, perhaps moving into a well appointed, managed, 

suburban complex (which may be a retirement village) if the opportunity is there. 

Families appear to be largely “off the radar” for higher density living at the moment, unless 

they are “in transition” (most often recent migrants) or fall into the social housing category.   
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Encouraging the uptake of multi-unit housing in the short-term may be more about 

influencing decisions at the margin – within particular segments -- than seeking to engender 

a wholesale change in the values associated with housing.  This puts the focus on both 

younger and older people, and on how to satisfy their housing preferences and expectations 

in a medium density environment. 

In the longer-term what may be required is a form and location of medium density housing 

that encourages more people who have traditionally made a transition to less centralised 

locations and larger houses on individual sites to consider multi-unit options as an ongoing 

option through their various housing transitions. 

2.1.7.3 Motivation and Values 

Understanding the motivations of people in the housing market means understanding the 

values associated with housing in general.  The collection of key attributes –safety, security, 

space, and ambience – which people seek, especially as they move through family formation 

and raising children, can be encapsulated in the notion of domain.  This incorporates 

ownership (security), control (privacy), a distinct physical entity (a detached house and yard), 

aesthetics (garden, views, open spaces), and a place in the local community (belonging).   

As domain strengthens, people are less likely to move out of their current neighbourhood or 

beyond nearby neighbourhoods even when they do shift.  

The attributes of domain will differ among groups: young families and older families; young 

single people or couples; and migrants.  Adopting this view of the meaning of housing, 

though, suggests that apartments in inner city locations are more significant in terms of 

change and transience in living arrangements, career commencement and progress, and 

personal relationships, than in terms of attachment to place.  As a living arrangement, they 

are intrinsically unstable.  In a sense, one‟s domain is not fully formed in inner-city (or town 

centre) high density housing.  It may be this sense of impermanence that colours 

judgements of multi-unit living by other, more settled groups. 2  

These conclusions are consistent with the finding that ageing alone is not sufficient to trigger 

a reduction in house size and a shift towards the “amenity-rich” city and town centres.  The 

assumption that falling household size would be accompanied by relocation into centres 

might explain why multi-unit living has not yet been taken up as much as anticipated. 

Broadening the appeal of multi-unit or high density housing may mean ensuring that it can 

create the same sense of domain that households achieve from suburban living.  This may 

be unaffordable for the majority of households in central localities because it calls for high 

quality apartments in favoured localities.  However, it may be more easily achieved in the 

suburban neighbourhoods that the majority of people are familiar with.   

Incidentally, this approach is consistent with the location of private sector retirement villages, 

many of which reproduce the attributes of domain (open space, security, diversity of 

                                                

2
  This ignores the top end of the market, however, where high net worth individuals can purchase a 

quality apartments and recreate their sense of domain in favoured, usually waterside apartments in the 

inner city, even if those apartments second homes 
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structures, the capacity to create an individual identity around a courtyard or garden) while 

maintaining reasonable proximity to services and amenities in a suburban environment. 

2.2 Potential Demand for Higher Density Housing: the Market 

This section summarises an assessment of the demand projections that inform policies 

promoting medium density housing in New Zealand (Working Paper 2: Scoping the Market). 

Many reports have published housing demand forecasts, most relying on SNZ sub-national 

demographic projections or variants thereof.  These comprise age-specific projections based 

on forecasts of birth and death rates and migration.  They estimate future need based on the 

distribution of household types by age cohort, or simply through extrapolating changes in 

predicted household size onto a projected population. 

2.2.1 Projected Demand 

The BRANZ (2007) estimates of new housing requirements by region are the basis for 

discussion here.  They use SNZ sub-national projections and allow for demolitions of 

existing dwellings.  The BRANZ projections also drew on DTZ New Zealand‟s 2007 analysis 

of estimated shifts in household composition.  These projected declining home ownership 

rates, from 67% in 2006 to 58% in 2026, and falling to 54% in Auckland.  BRANZ also 

assumed a decline in the share of detached houses given that the increase in households 

will be dominated by couples and single persons.  

The result is projected annual average demand for 26,950 additional dwelling units for the 

ten years to 2016, increasing to 28,860 over the ten years to 2026.  These figures compare 

with 25,030 a year recorded over the ten years to 2006.  Multi-unit dwellings are projected to 

reach 38% of new houses nationally, compared with 25% between 1996 and 2006 (Table 1).   

Table 1. Projected New Dwellings Per Year, 2006-2026 

  10 years 
ending 

Detached 
Terraces 

(Horizontal) 
Apartments 

(Vertical) 

All 
Dwelling

s 

Multi Unit 
Dwellings 

  Total  Share  

New Zealand Actual 2006 18,820 2,170 4,040 25,030 6,210 25% 
   Projected 2016 18,580 3,610 4,760 26,950 8,380 31% 
   Projected 2026 17,760 5,190 5,910 28,860 11,100 38% 

Auckland Actual 2006 6,130 790 2,650 9,570 3,440 36% 
   Projected 2016 4,400 1,630 2,930 8,960 4,560 51% 
   Projected 2026 3,180 2,630 3,520 9,330 6,140 66% 

Wellington Actual 2006 1,280 300 590 2,170 890 41% 
   Projected 2016 1,050 310 590 1,950 900 46% 
   Projected 2026 1,140 410 770 2,320 1,180 51% 

Canterbury Actual  2006 2,700 500 210 3,410 710 21% 
   Projected 2016 3,000 670 370 4,040 1,040 26% 
   Projected 2026 3,000 810 530 4,340 1,340 31% 

Waikato Actual 2006 2,400 150 170 2,720 330 12% 
   Projected 2016 3,030 270 260 3,560 530 15% 
   Projected 2026 2,930 340 300 3,570 640 18% 

Bay of Plenty Actual  2006 1,920 70 120 2,110 190 9% 
   Projected 2016 1,260 80 100 1,440 180 13% 
   Projected 2026 1,250 110 120 1,480 230 16% 

Notes: 2006 figures Statistics New Zealand; 2016 and 2026 BRANZ forecasts 

Source: BRANZ (2007), Table 5, p24 

Auckland dominates, accounting for 38% of all new dwellings between 1996 and 2006; 36% 

of horizontally attached terrace style; and 66% of vertically attached (apartment style) units.  
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Multi-unit dwellings were projected to jump from 36% of new Auckland dwellings between 

1996 and 2006 to two thirds between 2016 and 2026.  While the city was projected to 

account for a third of all new dwellings nationally, it was projected to account for 55% of all 

multi-unit dwellings.  Canterbury was projected to account for just 12% and Wellington 11%.   

2.2.2 Comparing Expectations with Outcomes 

According to this assessment, the share of multi-unit dwellings in the national housing stock 

would increase by over 70% in 20 years, from around 253,000 to 434,000 dwellings 

(allowing for demolitions), and from 17% to over 22% of total stock. This represents a 

significant change “at the margin”: where 17% of households occupied multi-unit dwellings in 

2006, 38% of additional households are projected to do so.   

In fact, multi-unit developments fell short of the implied path early in the projection period.  

While they accounted for 24% of all house building consents over the 14 years from 1996 to 

1010, they were down to 21% over the five years to 2010, and just 17% in 2010.  Rather 

than rising in both absolute and relative terms, they have fallen sharply. 

The difference between what was expected and what has happened appears related to 

medium term market volatility.  In Auckland, for example, multi-unit development has 

accounted for a greater share of new dwellings in buoyant years (Figure 1).  Over the ten 

years up to 2006, 45% of the additional 34,600 consents for units were issued in just three 

years, 2002 to 2004.  Over the five years 2006 to 2010 the number of multi-unit consents 

issued (7,160) was down to 34% of the number issued over the previous five years (20,830). 

Figure 1 Dwelling Building Consents Issued, New Zealand 1996-2010 

Source: Statistics New Zealand (Calendar Years) 
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There may be several factors behind lower-than-expected growth in multi-unit housing.  

Slowing income growth and higher housing costs constrain affordability and depress new 

dwelling numbers.  However, the numbers to date do not provide grounds to expect multi-

unit housing to fill the affordability gap that lies behind this.    

2.2.3 The Private Rental Market  

Another factor may be the move towards increased rental tenure rather than ownership by 

groups other than those dependent on social housing.  However, this raises a conundrum; 

increased rental demand should see increased multi-unit dwellings relative to detached 

homes.  Put another way, rentals have in the past been a strong component of the multi-unit 

market as they provide a reasonable opportunity for small scale retail investment and, in the 

past at least, have provided a cheaper rental option than detached housing.  In addition, 

many renters are young, living in non-family households, and move frequently.  

The greater historical orientation of the rental market towards medium density housing is 

illustrated by Auckland in 2006.  According to the Census, renters accounted for 26% of 

detached, but 61% of multi-unit dwellings (Darroch, 2010).  Of households renting, 43% 

were housed in multi-unit dwellings, compared with just 15% of owner occupiers. 

According to a SNA (2010) analysis only 27% of residents of inner apartments in the three 

metropolitan centres, Auckland Wellington and Christchurch, own them and 32% in outer city 

apartments, compared with 65% owner occupancy nationally.   

Yet the substantial growth in the rental market, especially apparently since 2006, does not 

appear to have been reflected in the same rate of growth of multi-unit housing.  Based on 

analysis of census data, Morrison (2008) suggested that delayed purchase by younger 

households lies behind falling home ownership.  This does not necessarily mean that the 

rental market is expanding correspondingly.  One response to delayed purchasing is an 

increase in household size, either through adult children remaining at home or greater 

pressure on occupancy of rental accommodation.  This might include larger non family 

households or an increase in extended family households. 

Morrison also suggested that there may be a shift in purchasing behaviour towards housing 

as an asset rather than as a lifestyle choice.  Preferences weighted to investment as much 

as lifestyle benefits could support units ahead of detached houses.  Investing in a rental unit, 

for example, may be an alternative to purchasing one‟s own home.  Such a tendency does 

nothing, however, to strengthen the institutional foundations of the rental market (see below) 

creating the prospect of a supply-side deficiency. 

A distinctive recent feature of growing demand in the rental market is the emergence of a 

new housing market segment.  This comprises groups traditionally active in the market that 

can no longer afford to purchase.  This is especially relevant to households with moderate 

incomes which aspire to ownership, but cannot achieve it.  The growth of this segment was 

spectacular over the decade to 2006, when it grew by 166%, while the rest of the rental 

market (divided between the out of work and better off categories) contracted by 1%.  

Auckland dominated private rental growth (Figure 2), adding 44,300 households between 

1996 and 2006, 84% in the housing market segment (DTZ New Zealand, 2008).  Wellington 
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added a net 14,100 rental households and Canterbury 14,900, all of them in the intermediate 

segment and, in both cases, saw a reduction in the numbers in the “better off” category. 

Figure 2 Changes in the Structure of Regional Rental Market, 1996-2006 

 

   Source: DTZ New Zealand, 2008 

That the emergence of a significant rental market does not appear to have accelerated a 

long-term (structural) shift towards multi-unit dwellings raises a number of issues: 

1. The weakness of the private investor sector. 

The diversion of household savings or (increase in household debt) into the housing 

rental market over the past decade made it over-dependent on an unsophisticated and 

fragile retail investor sector.  Recent financial difficulties have presumably undermined 

this source of investment.  The requirement may be for a stronger institutionally-based 

private housing rental sector to sustain its growth and stability through economic cycles.  

The rental sector expanded on the back of speculative funding as developers sought to 

on-sell apartments of often indifferent quality to private investors. This resulted in low 

returns or losses and the failure of development and funding companies. This, in turn, 

has undermined confidence in the sector, something reflected in the lower attractiveness 

of debt funding of rental properties to mainstream banks.  It has also made banks less 

likely to underwrite institutional investment or purpose-built rental stock without 

government safeguards to minimise the risk, or reduce it to a reasonable level. 

2. The capacity or willingness to build multi-unit dwellings of the requisite standard in 

desirable localities. 

An emerging intermediate market means that housing preferences may be changing 

from those associated with traditional renters, to a greater emphasis on family values 
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and needs.  This may reduce the association between the rental market and central city 

apartments (although the latter will still to be characterised by a large share of renters).  

The investment sector may need to respond by providing reasonable quality, well 

located, medium density rental accommodation outside the central city.  It may also need 

to address urban design issues to satisfy the amenity, security, and community needs of 

families in central and suburban sites.  Again, there is a question mark over whether the 

sector as a whole is sufficiently well organised to operate at the necessary scale.  

3. Limited appeal and constrained economics 

The quality of inner city medium rise apartments may have been constrained by site and 

cost issues, potentially lowering their appeal to renters.  At the same time, the financial 

vulnerability and failure of some developers, prompted in part by the cost of assembling 

and holding land through a protracted consent process, has reduced their appeal to 

investors.  The capacity to assemble large tracts of suitable land in favoured locations 

and deliver a product to compete with traditional detached housing has proven difficult. 

4. Limited availability of suitable sites 

Any large scale movement into quality rental accommodation requires sites of sufficient 

size to enable good levels of amenity to be designed into them and to justify the sort of 

institutional investment that might bring greater stability to the market.  Even brownfield 

sites within inner city areas have been limited in availability, and face high costs of 

assembly, remediation, and infrastructure upgrading.  As a result, apartment 

developments are subject to high floor area ratios, small individual apartment sizes, and 

limited community amenities.  In any case, reliance on brownfield sites in cities where 

they are relatively scarce runs into business land policies that also favour expansion by 

brownfield redevelopment or intensifying employment on existing sites.  

5. Lack of stability of tenure 

The short-term nature of leases in New Zealand means that rental conditions are not 

oriented to families‟ needs for stability of tenure, something which may reinforce 

aspirations for home ownership.  It is difficult to see the conditions under which longer 

term leasing arrangements might prevail in New Zealand without a much stronger 

institutional sector supplying and managing rental accommodation. 

These possible reasons for a short-fall in multi-unit housing relative to expectations are inter-

related: given the capacity to assemble substantial land holdings in suitable localities, it is 

likely that major investment vehicles could deliver the quality of dwellings, amenities, and 

design, and the security of tenure that might make renting a more desirable tenure option.   

2.2.4 Institutional Constraints 

Whether or not such vehicles exist or could emerge within the New Zealand market remains 
questionable.  A recent report of ten case studies prepared for the Department of Building 
and Housing (Boffa Miskell, 2009) provides useful insights into the difficulties in the 
development sector.  

In particular, it includes a commentary on the development industry by Auckland property 

investor and advisor, Chris Aitken.  He focused on what might be learnt from the collapse of 

the residential development industry, concluding that: 
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To deliver the future requirement of a supply of quality, affordable housing a vibrant 
multi-participant private development sector is required. It requires the best practice from 
a correctly supervised finance and development sector. The current regulatory, finance 
sector, urban planning framework and incentives are working against this objective. 

The issues Aitken raised include: 

Timeliness: the time required for consenting the complex urban development projects that 

might bring about residential intensification now spans more than one property cycle, adding 

to development cost and risk. Early input from senior planners could ensure that developers 

do not meet unexpected opposition further into the consent process. Urban Design Panels 

could also play a role. Currently designs have to be conservative to facilitate consenting.   

Costs: Apart from time-related costs, development contributions are a deterrent. Areas 

suited to intensification often have poor infrastructure and the full costs of upgrading is levied 

on developers, often well before returns are realised.  

Financial sector regulation: The finance sector, not just the development industry, requires 

attention. Poor financial practices have contributed to development company failures. 

Improved regulation of both the development and finance sector is required to protect retail 

investors in particular and help return some confidence to the market. 

Debt stacks: Some apparently suitable development sites remain vacant because they are 

associated with substantial debts and have book values in excess of their true market value.  

Banks may resist the downward revaluation that might make them attractive to develop to 

protect their own balance sheets. 

In a 2005  survey of private sector stakeholders in the Auckland housing market, Motu 

(2007) identified land supply and council-related issues as the main themes around housing 

supply constrains.  The restrictions placed on expansion outside the MUL provide a few 

owners of significant holdings of greenfield land within it strong if not excessive market 

powers.  On the other hand, brownfield land is fragmented and makes purchasing blocks of 

a viable size and quality for development difficult.  

Council-related issues were two-fold.  Planning uncertainties and consent delays raise the 

margin required to cover holding costs.  One way of avoiding these is to avoid notification by 

working within the envelope of permitted uses, something which limits intensification and 

innovation.  Under-capacity in infrastructure, especially drainage and water supply, led to 

concerns over provision among councils, and concerns over the magnitude of development 

contributions by developers.  Even if measures were adopted to reduce demands on 

infrastructure through innovative design measures, these costs were not seen to be reduced, 

again lowering the incentive for innovative or progressive design. 

While a more generic study undertaken several years earlier, the Motu report (2005) 

highlighted even then the tight and costly nature of the Auckland housing market, features 

which appear to have contributed to continuing cost escalation and tightening supply since. 

2.2.5 Projecting Rental Demand in Auckland 

In 2010 Darroch Limited undertook a comprehensive assessment of the Auckland regional 

housing market, working within 14 sub-regional spatial submarkets.  It found that 
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1. The region has significant rental affordability issues, with 40% of rental households 

paying more than 30% of gross incomes on housing (49% in the private renter market); 

2. The capacity of renters to shift into ownership has fallen over the decade, with the 

intermediate rental market increasing from 39,700 households to 77,110 (63% of private 

renter households); 

3. Between 2006 and 2026 forecast demand is for close to 170,000 new dwellings (8,500 

per year), with around 74,000 new units for owner occupiers and 96,000 for renters; 

4. Households aged over 50 years are expected to account for 63% of this growth, couples 

for 33%, and single person households for 29%, although growth will take place over all 

age groups and will be stronger among non-European ethnic groups; 

5. Demand is forecast to be strongest in the Auckland CBD and in greenfield sites in other 

housing markets; 

6. Financially stressed renter households are forecast to increase by around 40,000, with 

households where the reference person is over 50 years accounting for around half of 

that increase, suggesting a disproportionate impact on younger age groups. 

On an annual basis the apparently conservative Darroch projection (8,500 new dwellings a 

year) was well ahead of recent market performance of 5,060 new consents a year from 2006 

to 2010.  Of those 28% were multi-units.  In other words, new housing over the first five 

years of the projection period has been running at 58% of the projected figure, lagging by 

around 17,000 dwelling units at the end of 2010.  To achieve the projected 2026 figure now 

requires over 1,100 more units a year.  This is a 13% increase on the existing projection and 

a 90% increase on what has been achieved over the past five years.    

The Darroch projections provide for a substantial share of growth going to the rental market, 

57% across the region, and as much as 81% in the CBD.  There were an estimated 151,180 

households in rental accommodation in Auckland in 2006, or 25% of the total market 

(Darroch, 2010, 195).  While it is not possible to identify the share of rental units in the past 

five years, the relatively low share of multi-unit apartments suggests that any projections for 

rental accommodation based on an expectation of more medium density housing are falling 

even further behind.  The very low number of consents issued in 2010 and the low share in 

the multi-unit categories suggests that this is likely to be an issue for the foreseeable future.  

2.2.6 The Significance of Residential Submarkets 

While underlying demographic shifts, housing supply, and macro economic conditions 

influence demand for and construction of additional dwellings, the rate at which households 

relocate is also important in determining when and where new stock might best be built.  

Relocation affords new households the opportunity to move into existing stock and existing 

households to adapt to their changing needs by progressing through the “housing ladder”. 

The propensity to move is spatially constrained: the majority of households move within a 

defined sub-market.  This may be defined by neighbourhood or by geographical sector 

(north, west, central or south) within a metropolitan area. Census tables identifying where 

individuals lived five years earlier confirm a strong propensity to move locally within 

Auckland.  Between 2001 and 2006 42% of the region‟s residents had moved (Table 2), 

although this share is inflated by the number who may have moved more than once.   
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Defining the former territorial council areas as submarkets, 61% of the city‟s residents 

moved locally; a figure that was a high 69% in Manukau and low 50% in Papakura.  

However, given the small size of Papakura and its integration into a south Auckland 

submarket -- Darroch links it with Manurewa -- this figure is artificially deflated relative to the 

others.   

Table 2. Residential Relocation, Auckland Region 2001-2006 

Movement 

from: 

Usually 

Resident 

2001 

Within 

District 

Moved 

Elsewhere 

Auckland 

Moved 

outside 

Auckland 

Total 

Movement 

% 

People 

Moving 

% 

Local  

% 

Elsewhere 

in region 

Rodney 76,200 18,400 7,800 2,100 28,300 37% 65% 28% 

North Shore 184,800 51,300 17,600 13,700 82,600 45% 62% 21% 

Waitakere 168,800 41,400 19,100 8,300 68,800 41% 60% 28% 

Auckland 367,700 92,200 43,400 29,200 164,800 45% 56% 26% 

Manukau 283,200 80,300 25,100 10,900 116,300 41% 69% 22% 

Papakura 40,700 8,100 7,100 900 16,100 40% 50% 44% 

Franklin 51,700 12,300 4,900 1,100 18,300 35% 67% 27% 

TOTAL 1,173,100 304,000 125,000 66,200 495,200 42% 61% 25% 

Movement 

to: 

Usually 

Resident 

2006 

Within 

District 

From 

Elsewhere 

in  Region 

From 

Outside 

Region 

Total 

Movers 

% 

People 

Moving 

% 

Local  

% 

Elsewhere 

in region 

Rodney 89,600 18,400 15,700 11,500 45,600 51% 40% 34% 

North Shore 205,600 51,300 15,800 41,500 108,600 53% 47% 15% 

Waitakere 186,400 41,400 19,900 25,900 87,200 47% 47% 23% 

Auckland 404,700 92,200 30,700 87,400 210,300 52% 44% 15% 

Manukau 329,000 80,300 25,800 51,300 157,400 48% 51% 16% 

Papakura 45,200 8,100 8,700 5,200 22,000 49% 37% 40% 

Franklin 58,900 12,300 8,300 6,400 27,000 46% 46% 31% 

TOTAL 1,319,400 304,000 124,900 229,200 658,100 50% 46% 19% 

Source: Statistics New Zealand Residence 5 Years Ago 

Expectations that higher densities will be achieved mainly by increasing apartment living, 

brownfield redevelopment, and consolidation around centres and the CBD needs to be 

tempered by an understanding of submarkets.  For example, the dispersed nature of 

household growth and the containment of much future demand within submarkets mean that 

the stock of multi-unit housing should be increased substantially outside the CBD in order to 

increase regional uptake. At the moment, multi-unit dwellings are heavily concentrated within 

the former Auckland City (51% in 2006, Table 3), although the share of growth there has 

been much more modest (28% of the regional gain between 1996 and 2006). 

Table 3. Distribution of Multi-Unit Housing, Auckland 1996-2006 

  Private Occupied Dwellings Shift 1996-2006 Multi-Unit dwellings 

  1996 2006  Share Number Share  Number  
Regional 

Share 

Share of 

Dwellings 

Rodney 24,320 33,340 8% 9,020 11% 3,580 4% 11% 

North Shore 60,500 72,650 16% 12,150 15% 16,480 17% 23% 

Waitakere 50,200 62,270 14% 12,070 14% 8,840 9% 14% 

Auckland 121,820 145,020 33% 23,200 28% 50,790 51% 35% 

Manukau 74,360 94,950 21% 20,590 25% 15,490 16% 16% 

Papakura 12,770 14,910 3% 2,140 3% 2,000 2% 13% 

Franklin 15,780 20,380 5% 4,600 5% 1,470 1% 7% 

Total 359,750 443,520 100% 83,770 100% 98,650 100% 22% 

       Note: Total includes all of Franklin District 

       Source: Statistics New Zealand Census of Population 
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2.2.7 Composition of Demand 

SNZ projections of household composition and age structure indicate the demographic 

drivers of the shift towards smaller households, the main one being an increase in couple 

and single person households over the 25 years from 2006 to 2031.  This compared with 

modest growth in two parent families and a likely contraction in single parent families a 

pattern most pronounced in Christchurch and most balanced in Auckland (Figure 3). 

Figure 3 Changing Household Composition, 2006-2031 

 
Source: Statistics New Zealand 

The resulting fall in average household size is what informs projections of the potential for 

higher residential densities, both as a result of the general tendency towards smaller 

households and because families with children are becoming a smaller component of the 

long-term housing profile.  This expectation is moderated for Auckland, where past migration 

gains and ethnic diversity have maintained a younger age profile. 

It is important to recognise that these significant shifts occur at the margin, based on 

projection of additional households.  The overall picture is not one of such radical change.   

In 2006, families with children accounted for 53% of New Zealand households, and couples 

in a relationship another 23%.  According to SNZ projections these shares could decline to 

43% for families with children and increase to 28% for couples in a relationship by 2031.  

Single person households will increase by 4% from 20% to 24% of the total.  This means 

that moderate changes in the behaviour of any of the cohorts could lead to significant 

departures and unpredictable shift in the profile of the total housing market.  For example, a 

diminishing propensity to move, changes in the age and rate of household formation and 
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dissolution, an increase or fall in non-family households, even shifts in fertility or mortality 

rates are all societal shifts which might reshape the market for new housing. 

Analysis of SNZ age-specific projections casts some light on the possible consequences of 

the overall changes portrayed in Figure 3.  By far the bulk of people driving future growth in 

single and two person households are empty nesters (represented by people aged between 

50 to 64 years for present purposes) and early or active retirees (represented by people 

aged 65 to 79 years; Figure 4).  Together they account for 74% of the projected growth in 

smaller households.  Analysis of apartment dwellers in 2006 suggests that currently these 

groups are not likely to reside in apartments, particularly in the central of city.   

Figure 4 Projected Distribution of Younger and Older Adults, 2006-2031 

 
     Source: Statistics New Zealand 

The SNZ (2010) survey of apartment dwellers in Auckland Wellington, and Christchurch in 

2006 indicated that 49% of inner city apartment dwellers were aged between 20 and 29 

years, and 24% of non inner city dwellers.  These figures were well ahead of a 13% share of 

the national population.  By contrast, only around 15% of people living in inner city and 25% 

in outer city apartments were aged over 50 years, compared with a 29% share of the total 

population.  

The young adults who have dominated the expansion of inner city apartment living form only 

18% of the gain projected in the small household group in Auckland (and just 10% of total 

projected population gain), 11% in Canterbury, and just 8% in Wellington.  Their declining 

share of the market raises questions over how far the momentum they have provided for 

apartment dwelling in central city locations will be sustained. 

By contrast, the empty nester group accounts for 38% of the expansion among the couples 

and single-dominated age cohorts in Auckland, 49% in Wellington, and 47% in Christchurch. 

These people are more important early in the period, but the weight swings progressively to 
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the early retired cohort later (after 2021 in Auckland‟s case).  In fact, people aged over 50 

years account for around 55% of all projected population growth in Auckland, 52% in 

Wellington, and 53% in Christchurch.   

While the projections are indicative only, the strong inference is that the projected growth in 

demand for smaller houses is shifting from the young adults and non-family households with 

whom they have been associated to a fast expanding empty nester segment and 

increasingly the early retirement segment.   

This may even help explain an apparently slow uptake of medium density housing: the 

literature reviewed (Section 2.1.7 above and Sections 2.3 and 2.4 below) suggests that older 

couples do not necessarily downsize their housing, at least not until well after the children 

have left home.  Many also favour remaining in familiar neighbourhoods when they do 

downsize.  The assumption that a growing number of smaller households will lift demand for 

centralised, multi-unit and multi-storey housing may be a misreading of current market 

preferences among those cohorts which are now behind the increase in smaller households. 

2.3 What the Market Thinks: the Buyers 

This section outlines an exploratory analysis of buyers‟ attitudes to medium density housing.  

Three focus groups were conducted among people who had been recently active, or still 

were, in the housing rental and or purchase markets.3  The design and results of this 

research are described in Working Paper 3: Buyers talk about Medium Density Housing.  

The aim was to understand the processes and thinking behind the search behaviour of 

people in the market and how that might affect the choice between detached or multi-unit 

housing.   

Given the decision to omit both social housing and the upper end of the market (e.g., 

harbourside apartments) from the analysis and the significance of a growing intermediate 

rental market, the research was directed towards people in the mid to lower end most likely 

to be looking at suburban rather than CBD housing.  Participants were recruited to cover: 

1. Rejecters: people who had moved into their current home within the last six to twelve 

months, who had never considered an intensive housing option or who did so but then 

decided against it; 

2. Open-minded buyers who seriously considered an intensive housing rental or purchase 

but who could not find what they wanted, but still remain open to the option; 

3. Those actively looking at properties with a view to shifting in the near future. 

They included a mix of life-stage and household type, renters and owner occupiers, with 

representation from North Shore, west, east, and south Auckland, inner and outer suburbs. 

2.3.1 Focus Groups: Key Conclusions 

 The three general themes that stood out across the groups:  

                                                

3
  This research was undertaken by Curious Research.  The researchers prepared an independent 

presentation which is appended to Working Paper 3. 
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1. Strongly negative “top of mind” associations around the idea of (medium) “density 

housing”. The researchers concluded that a lot of work is needed to change negative 

perceptions and help drive greater consumer affinity with the offering.  

2. The housing cost problems that potential purchasers are currently experiencing make it 

hard for them to achieve their housing ambitions, whether renting or buying. This is a 

potential push factor in favour of higher density housing, as people are well aware of the 

high cost of land in Auckland.  

3. Two strong patterns are evident in terms of ideal medium density housing, both designed 

to deliver privacy and meet lifestyle needs.  (The expectation of construction with quality 

materials almost goes without saying as an underlying condition). First, most prefer a 

standalone house on a small section.  Second, a few want (or would accept) well 

designed apartments.  

2.3.2 What do Households Want? 

All participants saw proximity to family, access to motorways and public transport, safety 

(away from busy roads for children and pets), and security as important to their housing 

choice.  They also favour locating in areas of like-minded people. 

Off-street parking and particularly garage space were stressed as desirable attributes of 

properties, the garage for storage and as a workshop.  An indoor-outdoor design with an 

external area for relaxation and entertainment and for children and pets was a common 

wish. Pets play an important role for some, creating a need for fenced sections and 

properties.  The capacity to keep pets was also important to renters or unit title purchasers.  

Differences in what focus group participants wanted can be described across five segments. 

1. Profit Driven Buyers tend to be young and aim to buy a property offering the prospect 

of capital gains.  This leads to a preference for a large section (within their suburb of 

choice) and the capacity to make improvements.   

Their housing choice will reflect their motivations. Profit driven buyers do their research, 

look for opportunities, and buy where they see value.  Consequently, they are less 

emotional in their decisions than others.  

2. For Low Income Young Families location is critical, influenced by a commitment to 

staying within their current school zone or making sure that any move is to a good zone. 

Affordability is important as this group tends to be financially constrained.  While 

motivated, they face a hard time saving the deposit for a house.   

The renters among them want stable, long-and term affordable leases.  Home buyers 

want sections for the children, a spacious 3-4 bedroom home, and good insulation. Their 

location choice is financially constrained, but influenced by school needs, family 

responsibilities, and a desire for stability. 

3. First Nesters tend to be settled couples buying a first home, most likely triggered by the 

arrival – or pending arrival – of children.  They favour suburbs they are familiar with, 

perhaps where they grew up, and proximity to family.  They like stand alone houses, with 

a section, a garage, and minimal maintenance.  They are likely to see their first home as 

a step on the path to a better property.  
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4. Single Women living alone are typically on low incomes and have trouble saving.  They 

cover all age groups and include solo mothers.  They are interested in buying a house 

but realistic in what they can achieve.  Apartments are an option for them, especially if 

they offer safety, good internal access, and “nice neighbours”.  

5. Young Renters are in their early 20s and live in non-family households or with a partner.  

They typically seek reasonable rents in a safe place close to public transport.  They like 

good sized rooms.  Localities that provide good access either to work or to leisure and 

friends are favoured. 

2.3.3 Perceptions of Medium-Density: What We Don’t Like 

Medium density housing was consistently seen in negative terms: lacking character, drab, 

monotonous, cramped, leaky, and subject to the complications of bodies corporate.  

Consequently, for most people – other than young renters and single women – medium 

density options were low on their preferences, especially large apartment complexes.  

Medium density housing is associated with a lack of privacy, excessive noise, insecurity, 

lack of an outlook, parking issues, absence of hobby space (in a garage, for example), lack 

of pets, and poor prospects for capital gains.  Bodies corporate were a negative mainly 

because of their perceived costs.  It was also hard for respondents to identify with residents 

in medium density housing as they saw them – young “party people” and Asian migrants.   

Among people seeking to purchase a home, there was resistance to the greater presence of 

rental properties in medium density developments, confirming a tendency observed in the 

literature towards increased social segregation as a result of residential intensification.  

2.3.4 Perceptions of Medium-Density Housing: the Trade-offs 

The major element that could accelerate the uptake of medium density living is affordability 

in a market where there is an undersupply of detached housing relative to prevailing 

aspirations.  Despite the low preference for apartment living, it might be the only option for 

many.  Even this runs into affordability problems in Auckland, though, with its tight rental 

market, and participants‟ perception that well located and well appointed apartments are out 

of the financial reach of many.  

Consequently, people are faced with hard choices.  That might mean staying put in housing 

that does not reflect their life stage or aspirations.  It might mean accepting lower than 

desired quality, size or appointment of a residence, or a less favoured location.  Or, it may 

mean living with parents or others in an extended family situation.   

Others have to accept fewer bedrooms and smaller sections than they aspire to.  Or, they 

may be prepared to go into multi-unit housing as long as there is reasonable separation 

between units.  Participants did express limits to this compromise, though.  

Trade-offs among localities are also constrained, confirming the operation of geographic 

submarkets.  Living close to families is an important driver of choice of locality.  However, 

some would move out in a sector to achieve their wants, especially those after capital gains.  
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2.3.5 Perceptions of Medium-Density Housing: What we Could Live With 

Attributes that might lead to greater market acceptance of medium density dwellings include: 

1. Detached or semi-detached dwellings separated from neighbours; 

2. Private outdoor space; 

3. Large garages connected to the dwelling; 

4. Use of open plan design to achieve a feeling of spaciousness; 

5. A modern, light home with a sunny aspect; 

6. Quality materials and architect-standard design. 

Attributes that might lead to greater acceptance of medium density neighbourhoods include: 

1. A mix of housing styles, ideally with nothing over two storeys; 

2. Some shared leisure facilities; 

3. Parks, playgrounds, and safe places for children to play; 

4. A sense of security built into access and design; 

5. Cul de sac layouts, perhaps creating distinctive small neighbourhoods that residents 

could identify with even within larger, comprehensive developments; 

6. Quality controls by means of covenant; 

7. On and off-street parking. 

Medium density developments should also provide opportunities for people to remain in their 

“home suburbs” as they progress through their life-stages.  This raises challenges of its own, 

especially from resistance among residents to changes in the character of existing suburbs.  

2.3.6 The Big Challenge: Protecting the Dream 

The focus groups raised other challenges.  The first is the challenge of bodies corporate, 

which participants saw mainly as imposing costs.  The response might simply be to ensure 

that people see the benefits, such as reduced maintenance and other outgoings relative to 

independently-owned, detached housing.  At the same time, the literature review suggested 

that attention needs to be given to associated governance matters. 

The traditional importance of home ownership is also a challenge to increasing the uptake 

of medium-density housing.  The market perceives medium density housing which is 

associated with unit titles as undermining opportunities for ownership.  That, and the higher 

presence of renters, is seen as reducing the commitment of residents to neighbourhood and 

community values.  One response may be to wait until attitudes towards renting change as 

more households accept – willingly or not – renting as their best option in a tight market. 

Promoting longer term lease agreements may also help, diminishing the sense of 

impermanence and increasing local and community commitment among rental households, 

in turn reducing the divergence of interests between owner and rental occupiers.  

The third challenge arises from the perception that medium density housing is simply 

inferior.  Apartments are seen as noisy and leaky, subject to crime and anti-social 

behaviour. This is associated with a heritage of social housing and with the performance of 
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recent medium density housing in Auckland.  For participants in the market, the perception is 

what informs their preferences. 

The challenge is to present medium density housing as offering something different and 

something of quality.  Where people see modern detached houses, even on very small 

sections, they are attracted to them. They also acknowledge the quality of well-appointed 

and well-located apartments.  For many of the people in the market today, however, 

apartments that might work are aspirational rather than a realistic option.   

The fourth challenge is the perception that apartments entail living too close to other 

people, particularly people “not like us” (youth and immigrants).  This may be the downside 

of diversity; for example, aligning policies that promote medium density housing with policies 

that promote immigration, and leading inadvertently to increasing social segregation.  

One response may be to try to reconcile the need for privacy and community by design, the 

latter through provision of well-placed and appointed communal resources: places for 

relaxation, meeting places, and places for recreation.  In this respect, the challenge is little 

different from the challenge of community development in traditional suburbs.   

2.4 What the Market Thinks: the Residents 

Working Paper 4 reports on research into the attitudes and experiences of residents in five 

medium density developments, covering the city edge (Grey Lynn in Auckland and Mt Cook 

in Wellington), inner and outer suburbs (New Lynn and Papakura in Auckland) and one 

secondary city (Urban Ridge on the western edge of Tauranga). 

The case studies were chosen in consultation with the client and with local planners.  

Interviews were conducted in the homes of ten residents from each development and 

covered respondents‟ choices of housing from the inside out, considering the elements of 

choice at each level – dwelling, community, neighbourhood, and connections beyond, 

covering the benefits and disadvantages of intensive housing from residents‟ points of view. 

2.4.1 Findings 

Dwelling choice is based on tradeoffs made between these different drivers. The boundaries 

on the range of options considered by individual households, though, will be constrained by 

budget (affordability). For example, the ideal of buying a new or near new (low maintenance) 

four bedroom house with a double garage and a private section, close to a town centre, and 

close to family and friends is beyond the budget of many young families.  The alternatives 

may involve dropping to three bedrooms, buying an older house, moving further out, Taking 

on a border or flatmate or two to share the cost, or some combination of these.  It may also 

mean renting instead of buying, deferring an expectation of or aspiration to home ownership. 

Differences in sets of favoured attributes are apparent both among different segments and 

between different housing developments.  The implication that there is a degree of alignment 

between development styles and market segments is by no means absolute, though: the 

diversity of households within any one complex is a key observation from the case studies.   

Although the attributes of a particular development might be strongly oriented towards the 

preferences of a specific segment, this does not prevent households from quite different 

segments from purchasing or renting in that complex.  This may reflect the absence of 
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affordable alternatives, especially in a tight market like Auckland.  It may also reflect the fact 

that for many people living in medium density housing and especially apartments is still seen 

as transitional, a step on the housing ladder. Or it may reflect the outcome of trade-offs 

made.  For example, while a dwelling may not be the ideal or a particular complex may not 

align with a given household‟s lifestyle preferences, it may be drawn to it by a commitment to 

the location or simply because the unit in question is the best relative to its aspirations that 

the household can afford.   

2.4.2 The Case Studies 

Five case studies of medium density developments were undertaken by way of interviews of 

residents and other stakeholders (developers, managers where appropriate).  The case 

studies were selected to cover a range of localities and dwelling styles.  They covered the 

city edge (apartments in Grey Lynn in Auckland and Mt Cook in Wellington), inner and outer 

suburbs (a terrace house development, Tuscany Towers, in New Lynn) and intensive 

housing (Addison, Takanini in Auckland) and one secondary city (small detached sections 

and houses at Urban Ridge on the edge of Tauranga).  

They are described in full in Working Paper 4. The main findings are described below. 

2.4.2.1 Tuscany Towers 

Some 25 kilometres west of the Auckland CBD Tuscany Towers, New Lynn, is the first in a 

series of medium density developments in a former industrial and mixed use long-

established suburb.  It is located on Auckland‟s western railway and major arterial Great 

North Road.  It comprises a series of low rise terraces of 2 and 3 storeys occupied by around 

100 households.  

It is a quiet community where greetings and brief conversations are the norm for social 

interaction within the complex, although longer established residents have developed 

stronger friendships.  The owners‟ committee, and its rolling membership, is a network which 

is seen to contribute to the sense of community; 

The population of Tuscany Towers is ethnically diverse but with a predominance of Chinese.  

There is a wide range of household structures and sizes, including several young families, 

extended families, older single person households, couples and flatting households; 

Purchasers are attracted by the style of housing, location close to New Lynn town centre, 

and connectivity with the wider Auckland area.  The development generally offers a low 

maintenance lifestyle and a potential sense of security and community  

Unfortunately, leaky house syndrome destroyed property values although re-cladding due to 

commence soon may correct this. Many owners have now moved out, though, so around 

50% of the properties are rented.  The rents are considered good value for money by 

tenants, even though they do not appear to have fallen as much as house values.  

What was once a relatively homogenous and upmarket community of owner occupiers with 

secure investments has changed as a result of the difficulties associated with leaky home 

problems, among other things.   
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Today Tuscany Towers has an active group of owner occupiers who work with the body 

corporate management company and on-site manager to make the best of what has been a 

difficult situation. Rules are communicated to new tenants (subject to language difficulties) 

and enforced by the manager.  While rules can be a source of annoyance for the restrictions 

placed on personal freedom they are generally accepted for the benefit of keeping the place 

safe and looking good.  

2.4.2.2 The Aston, Grey Lynn 

The Aston is around 3.5km from the CBD in Auckland, with good access by car or bus.  

Shops and cafes are generally within a short walk or drive (for supermarkets). The 

development comprises commercial space on the Great North Road frontage, two detached 

villas, ten single storey two-bedroom and 22 double storey three-bedroom apartments. 

The Aston is occupied mainly by professional singles and couples in their 30s and 40s, but 

with some retired people and families. Approximately 60% of apartments are owner 

occupied, and 40% rented.  The Aston is considered a good development with quality 

construction, design and specifications, with good access to afternoon sun.  

Buyers of apartments at the Aston were attracted primarily by the location. The apartments 

themselves are of a good size, warm and dry. Renters were attracted by the same features 

plus the separation of bedrooms (not sharing a common wall) and separate bathrooms. 

Residents were generally happy with their choice of dwelling. Traffic noise is a concern for 

those fronting onto Great North Road. Some residents would like a greater sense of 

community; and others are disappointed that the commercial uses on the ground floor are 

not more successful, which is seen to deny the development a “sense of place”. It also 

means residents have to use the car for convenience shopping. 

2.4.2.3 Hanson Street, Mount Cook 

The medium rise (four storey plus 2 lower level car parking floors) apartment block at 1 

Hanson St, Newtown, comprises 34 single level one and two bedroom apartments.  It is 

located in an area of mainly pre-war villas interspersed with several recent apartment blocks 

where sites have been consolidated. The development is approximately 50m from Adelaide 

Rd, a main thoroughfare from nearby Newtown to the Wellington CBD.  

There is a range of residents; working people, students, and retirees. Occupants are mainly 

European but include Maori, Indian and Chinese ethnicities.  Households are generally 

singles and couples, although there are some families with teenagers or small children.   

Around two thirds are rented, some of which, particularly those on the ground floor, turn over 

quickly. However, a close community has developed among body corporate members; 

Many residents keep to themselves, but established communication channels (a newsletter, 

notice-board and Facebook page) mean that they feel informed. An annual barbecue 

provides opportunities for people to meet other residents in an organised social setting;   

2.4.2.4 Addison, Takanini 

Addison is located 25km south of the CBD, 2.5 km from Papakura town centre, 2km from 

Takanini railway station, and 3km from the motorway.  It comprises mainly detached 
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housing, semi-detached, and terraced housing.  Currently a community of around 400 

households, planned to grow to around 1,500. New Zealand European, Maori and Pacific 

Island peoples are well represented, and there is a growing Chinese population in Stage 3; 

There is a wide range of household structures from single peoples and couples, through to 

large households renting together and extended families. Around half the houses are rented. 

Addison is a quiet community; people tend to keep to themselves.  However, the committee 

run residents‟ society and its social subcommittee are valued.  Among other things, it 

arranges occasional community events, particularly directed at the children. 

Purchasers are attracted by the housing style, choices, and quality; the safe and secure 

environment; the promise of a sense of community; and good prospects for property values. 

Many have moved from nearby suburbs to a “better neighbourhood” and to improve their 

standard of housing. For many this was an upward progression on the housing ladder. The 

low maintenance lifestyle frees residents for other things; from sustaining busy family lives 

through to the ability to enjoy “lock up and leave” travel.  

2.4.2.5 Urban Ridge, Tauranga 

Urban Ridge is located between the suburban centres of Brookfields and Bethlehem and 

about 6km from the CBD.  Stage 1 comprises 25 homes at a density of 15 dwellings per 

hectare. Stage 2 is under development and will be at a greater density.   

Unlike the other case studies, its two to three bedroom homes are detached on freehold 

sections.  Section sizes are small, though, from 230m2 to 440m2.  Access is via a private 

road owned collectively by residents.  

Residents are predominantly over 50 years, singles and couples approaching retirement or 

already retired.  There are some families with small children or teenagers though.  The 

population is mainly European but does include Maori, Chinese and Indian residents.  

Urban Ridge is a friendly community of like-minded people, all of whom are owner occupiers.  

They tend to value a tidy well maintained street; informal social networks have been 

established between some residents, while others prefer to keep themselves to themselves; 

2.4.3 Design Considerations 

This section summarises design features raised in interviews across all five developments. 

The following features of individual dwellings were important to almost all interviewees: 

Quality: 

1. A new dwelling; 

2. Modern and contemporary decor; design features that add value (e.g. high stud); 

3. Quality of fixtures and fittings (e.g. appliances, carpets, tap ware, bench tops); 

4. Good condition; clean and tidy; 

5. Low maintenance; less housework. 

Capacity:  

1. Number of bathrooms 

2. Storage space; especially when trading down from bigger home; 
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3. Size of rooms and a sense of space, especially living rooms; open plan with 

balconies/decks/gardens helps; 

4. Cupboard space in kitchen and bathroom; 

5. Garage; often used for storage. 

Comfort: 

1. Natural light in all habitable rooms; 

2. Access to sunshine; 

3. Well insulated and warm; 

4. Quiet; can‟t hear neighbours; 

5. Separate laundry (to contain the noise of the washing machine); 

6. Outside window in bathroom. 

Connection with the outside 

1. Privacy; rooms not overlooked 

2. Outlook; views or landscape rather than of a building or fence 

Beyond these commonly desired attributes, individual segments have specific needs.  For 

example, space requirements such as the number of bedrooms are likely to vary according 

to household composition.  Older households tend to favour single level units for practical 

reasons of access and mobility, but also for a greater sense of spaciousness and privacy.  

Flat mates in apartments may look to layout in terms of space within and between bedrooms 

given that personal space in a shared dwelling is usually confined to the bedroom.  

2.4.3.1 Exteriors 

Again, attributes can be divided among requirements or expectations mentioned almost 

universally and those that apply to specific segments.  Widely favoured features include: 

1. Visual appeal; 

2. Quality construction; 

3. Good maintenance; 

4. Security and safety (of the dwelling and the total development); 

5. Well designed parking areas (apartments); 

6. Low maintenance;  

7. A sitting out area, which may be a balcony or a small garden. 

Among the features favoured by particular groups are: 

1. The particular style of a dwelling; apartment, terrace, or town house; 

2. Storage space; 

3. Size of garage; 

4. Adequate car parking for residents and visitors.   

2.4.3.2 Shared Spaces  

Shared spaces may vary from small areas inside apartment buildings (lobby and stairs or lift 

area for example) through to roads, footpaths, reserves and recreation areas.  The following 

features of shared space are valued differently by different segments: 

1. Good stairwells and lift spaces in apartments;  
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2. Visitor parking spaces; 

3. Safe access roads; 

4. Adequate reserves, particularly for families although the nature of reserve favoured will 

differ between young (playgrounds and playgrounds close to home) and older families 

(bigger parks for more energetic pursuits); 

5. Appropriate trees in appropriate places; 

6. Tidy gardens; 

7. Recreation facilities, including but not limited to parks.  

Central to how shared space is developed and used is the question of who pays.  It is 

especially relevant to recreational facilities and their use. Some residents will be are 

prepared to pay for facilities as part of the complex but these will be a minority. Outside the 

most expensive developments, residents may resist the high fees that may be involved. In 

terms of recreational facilities, at least, it may be more straightforward to ensure that 

developments are in easy reach of stand-alone facilities. 

2.4.3.3 The Setting 

2.4.3.4 Community Characteristics 

The demographic character of a community can influence potential residents. People favour 

a tidy, friendly and welcoming community where they can feel safe and make friends, 

although this seemed less important for people living in apartments. The appearance of a 

development is an important cue for buyers about the nature of the resident community. This 

can reflect resistance to diversity, with people most comfortable around others with similar 

characteristics and values to themselves.  

The following characteristics of community appear to be considered the most when 

assessing the character of a community in a medium density residential development.  

1. Scale: the number of households in the development; 

2. Community interaction: networks and strength of ties; 

3. Ethnic diversity and predominant nationalities; 

4. Household types and sizes; 

5. Quiet or noisy surroundings; 

6. Price range; 

7. Standard of maintenance; 

8. Tenure mix; 

9. Crime levels.  

2.4.3.5 Neighbourhood characteristics 

What residents of medium density housing like about their neighbourhood is most likely 

similar to what owners of detached houses like.  Nearby town centre neighbourhoods with a 

good range of facilities attract people. Tuscany Towers, The Aston and Hanson Street in 

Wellington were all popular in part because of their proximity to particular town centres; New 

Lynn, Kingsland/Grey Lynn/Ponsonby, and Wellington City /Newtown respectively.  The 

ability to walk to nearby facilities is an important attribute and is particularly valued in the 

Wellington and New Lynn case studies. 
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Different styles of neighbourhood attract different types of people. The CBD fringe 

neighbourhoods attract younger households with higher disposable incomes, focussed more 

on work and recreation opportunities. New Lynn is a suburban centre in a lower income area 

with greater attraction to families. 

Urban Ridge is a little more removed from commercial activity, around 800m by foot from 

Brookfield Centre and 3km to Bethlehem.  Similarly, Addison has limited commercial 

amenities in the immediate neighbourhood, being about 3km from Papakura town centre and 

1km from the Southgate shopping centre on the Great South Road. Both these 

developments resemble traditional suburban settings, albeit with more limited private land 

and greater uniformity of housing styles.  

2.4.3.6 Connectivity 

Connectivity refers to transport links to the wider city or region. This is important because 

travel linkages for work, study or visiting friends and families in some cases, may be quite 

widely distributed, although mostly within a 20-30 minute travel time envelope.  In Auckland, 

train was used for some CBD journeys where available.  However, the bulk of non-local trips 

still rely on private vehicles, primarily cars. 

Car ownership (and usage) was particularly high in suburban areas and in households with 

extended families. In addition, work and education journeys are usually widely disbursed and 

public transport is not often a practical option. Consequently, connectivity may be defined as 

much by motorway or arterial road access as by access to public transport.   

The importance of car parking, including space for visitors, was a common theme in all 

developments.  Not surprisingly larger households and families generated greater demands 

for parking on a day to day basis.  

2.4.4 Tenure and ownership type 

This section discusses the significance of differences in ownership options.  

2.4.4.1 Freehold Tenure 

Under freehold tenure with no shared ownership owners have total freedom to personalise 

their property (within the laws and bylaws pertaining to the area) and to determine how well 

their property is maintained.   The fact that none of our case studies fell into this category 

reflects the need for shared management of the common or public environment when people 

are living in close proximity to one another. 

The issue of freehold was raised only implicitly as an issue, to the extent that peoples‟ 

freedoms were seen by a few respondents to be curtailed by the operation of bodies 

corporate and the regulations they oversee. Although none of our case studies fell into this 

category, there is no obvious reason why small sections with freehold title should not be 

more widely recognised as encouraging intensification. 

2.4.4.2 Unit Title 

Unit titles are an increasingly common form of ownership, especially for apartments. By 

definition, unit title owners have some private property relating to their particular premises 
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and some shared ownership of common space and facilities, managed by a body corporate.  

This generally includes the exterior of the building or buildings.  

The body corporate is usually managed by a professional property management company 

appointed initially by the developer (in the capacity of owner) and subsequently by an 

owners‟ committee. Between the owners‟ committee and the body corporate a set of rules 

and responsibilities is established and a schedule of charges (fees) developed to fund the 

responsibilities set out.  These responsibilities may range from maintaining the exterior of the 

property through to landscape work and road maintenance in larger properties. There may 

also be a set of rules for residents to abide by which will curtail their freedom to individualise 

their properties and may also place some restrictions on behaviour. 

The body corporate may also appoint an on-site manager to maintain property and help 

enforce some of the rules. Rules may cover parking restrictions, television aerials, where 

washing may be hung, fireworks, and additions or alterations to the exterior of a property 

among others. 

While not everyone is always happy with these rules, or the activities of the Body Corp, there 

is usually acceptance that an effective body corporate makes life in the development better 

and preserves the value of the properties.  Given the secondary evidence about disputes 

and related issues and the recent revision of the Unit Titles Act 2010, this may reflect the 

quality of local management and the relatively recent construction of the developments used 

as case studies.   

Within them there appears to be recognition that working through a body corporate is all part 

of the package. There is acceptance that it is important to have a common understanding of 

what is and is not acceptable. In this way the chances of disharmony resulting from the 

behaviour of others is diminished.  The activities of the body corporate are seen as 

contributing to a pleasant living environment  

The Hanson St case study demonstrated how a body corporate can operate effectively 

beyond the remit of rules and maintenance, with the owners‟ committee creating an 

atmosphere where residents feel informed and able to easily contact it should issues arise.  

The committee is seen as progressive, promoting good ideas for the complex such as an 

edible garden. Communications do not just focus on “do‟s and don‟ts” but provide 

information relevant to residents. Rules and regulations have been converted to user friendly 

language and are posted on the notice-board.  Signage provides effective guidance on 

issues that might otherwise create communication challenges.  Members have formed a 

close community, providing opportunities through the body corporate for all residents to meet 

one another through an annual event.  

At Tuscany Towers the body corporate has appointed an on-site manager responsible for 

communicating with new residents, explaining rules and enforcing them as best he can. 

There are some difficulties with new migrants around their understanding the nature of the 

body corporate and cultural differences in the approach to authority.  

2.4.4.3 Freehold with Some Shared responsibility  

There are medium density developments in which dwellings are held by owner occupiers, 

with or without a mortgage, with shared ownership of common property (by way of an 

incorporated society, for example) with or without formal management organisations.  
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The difference between those with and those without a formal manager relates to risk and 

autonomy. An incorporated society, for example, may act as a body corporate and charge 

fees for landscaping, road maintenance and enforcing rules of behaviour. While this restricts 

individual freedom some see it as beneficial for maintaining neighbourhood standards and 

property values. 

Urban Ridge owners have shared ownership of a private road but have established no 

formal management organisation. The owners will need to agree on when repairs need to be 

done and are confident they will be able to work through these needs informally when the 

time comes with no need for any permanent structures in the meantime. 

In contrast, Addison has an incorporated Residents‟ Society.  This is managed by Addison 

Developments who charge a fee for landscape and roads maintenance and to enforce rules. 

These rules relate, for example, to the ability to park cars behind garage doors to preserve 

the thoroughfare, parking on grass verges, and altering the exterior appearances of the 

houses. 

One problem at Addison is that not all residents are members of the Society and therefore 

do not all pay fees. Membership became compulsory with stage 2 so that Stage 1 owners 

who opt not to pay can enjoy the benefits of the services funded by Stage 2 owners. Some 

of the latter reportedly default on their payments as well, an additional source of resentment. 

The main concern at Addison, however, is the increasing proportion of rented properties, a 

trend perceived to impact negatively on property values. Renters are thought to take less 

care of the properties and contribute to a general deterioration of the development.  Several 

respondents felt that Addison Developments should be able to prevent this trend. 

Further concerns are expressed about the Stage 3 development with smaller homes 

planned, higher proportions of renters, and a growing Chinese population. Rumours are 

circulating of sales to Housing New Zealand which is seen by some to be the ultimate threat 

to property values.  

These concerns (also evident in Tuscany Towers) highlight the difficulty of maintaining 

expectations of the initial owners long after the development is complete.  Although the body 

corporate has some responsibility in these matters the initial developer is also held 

responsible by purchasers (at least in their minds) for any failure to meet their initial 

expectations. 

2.4.4.4 Community title 

The Australian Community Title is an alternative to Unit Titles and Residents‟ Societies 

where provision needs to be made for shared ownership and maintenance of landscaping 

and recreational facilities. The provisions appear to combine the best of both worlds, making 

greater certainty for joint owners and greater flexibility of application.  

2.4.4.5 Cross lease 

This type of ownership is common for “half sections” where the front or back has been sold 

off for a second dwelling on one section. Each owner has exclusive right to their half share 

but share ownership of the total section. There is often a shared driveway which requires 
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cooperation for maintenance work.  Cross-leasing was not a feature of the case studies 

covered in this study. 

2.4.4.6 Renters 

The rights and responsibilities of renters differ markedly from owners who have different 

levels of understanding about the rules and responsibilities associated with bodies 

corporate. It appears that these rules and regulations are not always communicated well to 

tenants by owners. Most tenants interviewed appeared keen to understand and follow them, 

although there are exceptions which cause difficulties. Landlords who are based overseas 

and tenants for whom English is a second language contribute to communication and 

apprehension problems around the operation of bodies corporate and their responsibilities.  

There was no evidence that renters were influenced towards one or other type of ownership, 

as they are bound most immediately in their behaviour by the relationship with the landlord.  

Nor was there evidence that their experience might influence their attitudes if and when they 

make the transition to ownership themselves. . The main issue associated with rental tenure 

arises from the proliferation of rental dwellings because owner occupiers perceive a loss of 

value from the lack of long-term commitment or responsibility towards the property by 

tenants.  At the same time, absentee owners may be less responsive to maintenance needs 

and payment for body corporate services. 

The link between the proportion of renters and possible adverse effects on property values is 

likely to be particularly strong in the current property market where owners are concerned 

about property prices.  

In some cases, tenure is mixed within dwellings, especially in Tuscany Towers and Addison.  

Here owners may have tenants or extended family members living with them to help meet 

mortgage payments. The prevalence of extended family living is likely to increase on cultural 

grounds as the Asian population increases.  There may also be a shift towards extended 

family and mixed tenure occupation in response to housing affordability difficulties and, in 

Auckland, a shortage of rental accommodation. 

2.4.5 Tradeoffs in Dwelling Selection 

2.4.5.1 Outer Bounds 

The options from which households can choose are usually limited, with tradeoffs taking 

place within a price envelope.  Some flexibility may come from a willingness to share 

accommodation with other family members or friends. Young single people traditionally 

share accommodation but the case studies indicate that Maori, Pacific Peoples, Chinese, 

Indian are quite also happy to do so with other family members.  A willingness to share can 

significantly lift the affordability bounds to housing choice as well as the population density. 

The other limiting factor is geography.  Most people like to choose within an easy 30 minute 

drive of family, friends, work, and other networks.  

2.4.5.2 House Choice 

The style of house is likely to be a major factor in choice. Choices referred to included: 

 Retirement villages; 
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 Apartments (low rise); 

 Apartments (high rise); 

 Traditional 2,3 or 4 bedroom houses on 500-1,000 m2 sections; 

 Town houses, units, terraces, etc. (medium density housing). 

Within each there are possible variations in size, modernity, design, and quality, which can 

influence the extent to which they may substitute for one another. In the cases of Addison, 

Tuscany Towers, and Urban Ridge most people were moving into the area from traditional 

houses. Moves were often prompted by changing household structure (kids leaving home, 

changes in relationships, etc.) and a lower commitment to house and garden maintenance.  

At Tuscany Towers several residents had moved from other multi-unit housing, often of an 

inferior quality.  

2.4.5.3 The Setting 

The selection of the dwelling type is made in conjunction with appraising the neighbourhood 

and street. Most importantly, people look for: 

 Tidy area; 

 A safe environment (from crime and dangerous traffic); 

 Quiet; and 

 Private. 

For families with children safety extends to areas to play, ride bikes, kick a ball, use a 

skateboard, and so forth, depending on children‟s‟ ages. For adults it means somewhere 

safe to walk or cycle around for exercise. 

Appraisal of locality also relates to the security of the investment by purchasing in a “good 

area” for both personal comfort and a secure investment.  The trade-off is made on a 

continuum between the “good house-bad street” and the “bad house-good street”. 

Complicating the trade-off will be the form of ownership: e.g. a body corporate (unit title) 

situation or a traditional freehold.  A unit title may be viewed as a benefit where shared 

spaces are valued by the purchaser and where the body corporate is seen as an assurance 

that the property is well maintained. Others may see the fees and the rules as a negative. 

The case studies have shown a range of potential problems arising from body corporate or 

similar management arrangements.  Moreover, it may difficult for a new buyer to evaluate 

the quality of management. 

2.4.5.4 Accessibility 

Finally, the nature and range of facilities within easy reach enter the trade-off, including 

shops, schools, banks, and public transport. They may be less important to car dependent 

households than for those for whom the capacity to walk to services is important.  For the 

latter, the range of services in the local environment could be a determining factor in choice. 

There is no obvious distribution of trade-offs across household segments.  The difference 

between apartment dwellers and others is perhaps the most pronounced. Apartments 

(particularly small apartments) close to the CBD or major centres probably have the most 

obvious target in the young professional singles and couples segment, with its preference 
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for accessibility and low commitment to a particular place or style of housing.  Yet this does 

not stop a diverse range of household types also occupying apartments close to the CBD.  

This suggests that the way through the diversity of segmentation and the complexity of 

trade-offs may be to ensure flexibility in multiunit design and operations regardless of setting.   

Given sufficient flexibility, housing stock in the CBD, for example, can appeal to a number of 

segments, and rather than being identified exclusively with any particular demographic, 

cultural or social group. Flexibility in unit design and presentation also reduces risk to 

developers and investors.   

2.4.5.5 Renter Households 

Like purchasers, renters have limited options, but they make choices nevertheless.  Within 

the constraints of renting, they have choice of tenure, for example. They may choose to live 

with families (contributing to housing costs), share an apartment with friends, board, rent a 

room, or rent a dwelling in their own name. 

Increasing rental tenure is reflected in some innovation and flexibility in supply.  Additional 

forms include renting parts of another house with or without its own entrance, sleep-outs, 

garages, attic or loft space. Households at Addison, for example, rent out lofts above the 

garages. There are even reports of people living in garages there. 

The housing choices made by renters are influenced by circumstance, from looking for long 

term security through to renting between house purchases. Some choose to rent in a 

development where they are considering buying to get a better idea of the area and the 

housing. This is most likely in new styles of housing where there is some uncertainty. 

Recent migrants may be quite transient, while young people often move house.  

Renters‟ concerns about the form of ownership are muted. Often, they have nothing to do 

with the body corporate, except if a copy of the rules is provided by landlord or manager. In 

Hanson St, however, tenants are invited to attend the body corporate meetings and included 

in the social media events. This may be recognition of the potential role of the body 

corporate in fostering a sense of community within the complex. 

2.4.6 Development Challenges 

The case studies identified several development difficulties which reflect supply-side issues. 

2.4.6.1 Cost 

Most of the issues, including those discussed separately below impact on cost.  More 

generally, costs have increased in real terms partly as a result of differential inflation 

affecting the construction sector.  While cyclical movements can increase competition and 

put downward pressure on prices from time to time, when these become too pronounced, as 

in the late 1980s and in the course of the current downturn, this can lead to a hollowing out 

of the sector as trades-people move to Australia and local suppliers cut back or close down.  

In addition, competition from the civil sector can maintain upward pressure on costs even 

during downturns. 
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While the 2008 Parliamentary Inquiry into Housing Affordability suggested a multiplicity of 

factors influencing house prices, Motu (2006) demonstrated the significant role played by 

land costs: Between 1981 and 2004, the real (CPI-adjusted) price of vacant residential 

sections rose by 286% on average across New Zealand. The increase in Auckland City was 

almost 700%; in Manukau, North Shore and Rodney increases were around 460%.  High 

land prices can constrain demand in two ways, first by suppressing supply and second by 

directly through the impact on house prices.  

Between 1996 and 2010 average house construction costs, according to consents data, 

increased by 56% nationally in real terms.  A significant share of this increment was due to a 

progressive increase in average dwelling size (up 16%), the balance presumably attributable 

to real cost increases in the construction sector. Some of these would be attributable to the 

transaction costs associated with assembling land for larger scale development in a move 

away from detached housing, planning requirements, and funding costs. 

2.4.6.2 Planning Delays 

A recurring theme is the slow processing of consents.  This can increase cost of assembling 

and holding property, planning, development, and construction.  The result can be to reduce 

the range of developers in the market, driving smaller and more highly geared suppliers out 

of the market.  While this may favour those with sufficient financial backing, the potential 

reduction in returns and increase in risk associated with delay reduces the attractiveness of 

large scale housing development as an equity investment. 

The recent property market crash has highlighted this sensitivity to delays and the 

consequences of a loss of momentum and capacity in the housing sector.  One possible 

response to planning delays is to promote smaller developments.  These are not necessarily 

attractive to large scale developers, however.  Unfortunately, small scale developers, with 

their higher gearing and dependence on pre-sales off plans are unlikely to fill the gap left by 

withdrawal of large scale corporate investment for the foreseeable future. 

Process delays may reflect limited understanding of the market for medium and high density 

housing in planning and policy circles, and a focus instead on gross density targets in plans.  

The prescriptive nature of District Plan rules can deter innovation in medium-density housing 

design as well as pushing up the costs of execution.  Developers report that designs may 

simply be modified to meet planners‟ requirements to avoid delays.  Where expediency has 

ruled, there is a tendency to do the minimum by way of design and to minimise costs to 

reduce exposure. . 

Despite the impact on costs, planning regulations do not appear to enhance the quality of 

developments. Apart from discouraging innovation and potentially cutting down discretionary 

funding for common space, aesthetics, and amenities, they do not obviously reduce 

externalities, especially those any resulting from massing development in a limited area.   

Hence, examples or problems arising from District Plan rules identified included: 

 Road widths being too narrow; 

 Shading from neighbouring buildings; 

 Inappropriate location of garages; 

 Proximity of houses to public road; 

 Excessive traffic and street noise in the vicinity of developments. 
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Other issues concerned the location of retail centres, drainage engineering issues, and 

infrastructure provision.  There is a question, also, of how far planning for the public realm – 

by way of parks and reserves, quality of street frontages, parking provisions, and the like – 

has responded to the private investment encouraged by policy in medium density housing.  

Experience at Ambrico Place where Tuscany Towers is sited suggests a need for design 

guidelines for medium density housing. The problem arises when these guidelines become 

rules and thereby destroy the design flexibility and quality they were intended to encourage. 

2.4.6.3 Fees 

In addition to costs imposed by delays, developers face high consent fees and development 

contributions. These have increase noticeably in recent years.  Examples include: 

 A developer having to purchase adjoining properties to overcome objections from 

neighbours; 

 A requirement to install infrastructure well beyond the boundary of the property; 

 Funding for consultants to help resolve neighbourhood engineering and retail issues; 

 Funding for a project manager within the local authority due to a shortage of resources.  

2.4.6.4 Development finance 

Medium density housing today faces significant funding challenges. While there are no hard 

and fast rules the two banks interviewed suggested similar lending criteria would apply 

across developments. A maximum of 65% of the completed value would be available for the 

developer if a market for the finished product could be demonstrated. This provision leaves 

around 10% of the cost to be found from equity investors or mezzanine finance, both of 

which are in short supply at present.  

These conditions tend to favour smaller scale and terrace or town house style developments 

rather than apartments. The problem with apartments (especially large scale ones) is that 

once started, the development must be completed. There is no flexibility to pause if the 

market pauses for some reason. 

Another factor working against apartments is the retail lending threshold. Banks are less 

willing to lend over 65% on an apartment, a considerably lower threshold than for houses 

implying a more conservative approach to the potential for capital gains or losses. 

2.4.6.5 Public Education 

The different forms of medium density housing are not always well understood by the house 

buying public, by planners and by politicians. Even real estate agents are sometimes 

reported to be unsure about its merits. 

Some developers feel there is a need to actively promote different housing styles and 

communicate the benefits to residents and the wider community. Given the emphasis on 

public benefits of the compact city, some developers feel the public sector (local council or 

central government) should take a lead in promoting such developments. The Auckland 

Regional Council did respond to this by developing guidelines on purchasing an apartment 

and on the ownership issues associated with bodies corporate.  
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2.4.6.6 Possible Solutions 

Given the potential shared public and private benefits of compact living and the difficulties 

experienced by developers, it may make sense for the public and private sectors to jointly 

approach the implementation of more intensive housing developments. 

Many of the characteristics that make medium density living attractive are based on the 

connectivity and amenity of the adjoining locality. The meaning of amenity can be broad, 

ranging from good public transport, through good local parks and open spaces, shopping, 

cafés and bars, to access to work. The public sector can encourage more intensive housing 

by financing some of these amenities or encouraging developers to consider development 

where these amenities already exist. . This is particularly important in the case of affordable 

housing given that any additional costs borne by the developer are passed on to the house 

buyer or tenant. 

Mechanisms whereby this can occur can be informal; such as joint planning exercises, or 

formal, such as public private sector partnerships (PPPs) where public and private sectors 

take financial stakes in the development vehicle. The scale and location of development may 

determine the appropriate structure and scope of such cooperation.   

There are barriers in understanding and in levels of trust between stakeholders which also 

need to be addressed. One stakeholder suggested a planners‟ charter that addresses the 

most common areas of misunderstanding and provides guidelines for dealing with conflicts. 

Such a charter would acknowledge the various interests of both parties (e.g. returns on 

investment, continuity of work, efficient investment in infrastructure, the provision of 

affordable housing, community development, and good resource and environmental 

management) and commit to jointly acceptable solutions. A charter would also address the 

needs and rights of the public (the house buyers and existing residents and businesses, 

among others) to have their views taken into account. 

Early consultation between stakeholders and the sharing of information can help to avoid 

later roadblocks. One small example of how this can progress is through the “pre-application 

meetings” held by resource consent planners and other interested parties. This process can 

help identify any potential problems and help ensure that delays are kept to a minimum. 

2.4.7 Conclusions 

The case studies have illustrated the satisfaction that residents feel about their medium 

density housing in quite different settings.  This positive outcome may be influenced in part 

by the fact that the complexes examined were all relatively new, something that has been 

part of their appeal to purchasers or renters.   

The developments considered have appealed to broadly different groups, though, partly 

reflecting location and style.  Hanson Street and the Aston appeal to young professionals 

who value access to work in the central city (by foot, car or public transport) and the ability to 

enjoy the social networking and ambience associated with the inner city “cafe culture”.  

Tuscany Towers is occupied by a wide range of household types, its population much more 

diverse than more central apartments.  This may be because it comprises a more traditional 

form of housing in the form of terrace dwellings.  It is also older and so has been subject to 

more on-selling.  Other than the problems and uncertainty associated with leaking, the 
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complex appears to work well for residents, in large part because of its accessible location 

and because of nearby amenities, shopping and services, and a large park.  

Addison has a similar household structure but without the same immigrant influence. Many 

Addison residents have “traded up” to a modern, well specified residence.  While this may be 

smaller than their previous home, a contemporary design, low maintenance, and a relatively 

close community cater for a desired change in lifestyle. 

Urban Ridge is not dissimilar, with a predominance of retired or near retired people who 

have bought into a house that may be smaller than they have been used to, but which offers 

a higher level of appointment, less maintenance, and greater security.  Again, the motive 

may be a change in lifestyle, including the capacity to “lock up and leave”. 

In both Addison and Urban Ridge, buyers responded positively to exposure to a new form of 

dwelling with which they were not previously familiar. Because in most cases it is “close to 

home”, they have been able to meet their changed housing aspirations without locating away 

from familiar surroundings.  

In making these choices in favour of medium density housing the buyers and renters have 

rejected traditional housing with detached houses and large(r) sections. The space inside 

the traditional property has been traded off for space outside, either in the immediate vicinity 

(Addison) or the wider area (Hansen Street and the Aston). 

The people we interviewed have been able to find something that met their needs which 

included a medium density housing option. There will be many others who did not find such 

a solution.  

The question this raises is how many of those who have not found a medium density 

solution may have done so if more choices were available in their search areas or design 

features and prices that meet their needs? 
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3 Key Findings 

3.1 The Significance of Market Segmentation 

This study has focused on the demand side of the medium density housing equation, 

addressing what might be done by way of design, quality and affordability to make it more 

attractive.  The main lesson may be that the key to increasing the uptake of medium density 

housing is to avoid treating either the market or the product as homogenous.  This is 

illustrated by the differences in attitudes between buyers participating in the focus groups 

and those interviewed who actually live in medium density housing. 

Understanding diversity of circumstance and attitude may be a first step in dealing with 

demand heterogeneity.  Hence, the findings outlined below draw across the full range of 

secondary and primary research reported in the working papers and summarised in the 

preceding section of this report.  

One high level implication of the diversity of markets, housing motivations, and choices is 

that policies directed at compact cities may have not provided sufficiently for the 

differentiation of demand or supply. The underlying urban policy may reflect an expectation 

that medium density housing is best suited to the CBD and CBD fringe, or sites around large 

commercial centres.  This assumes that (1) the number of households that might favour 

housing in such localities will grow in absolute and relative terms; and that (2) this will lead to 

a shift in housing preferences on the back of declining average household size.   

This policy expectation also implies that people will be obliged and willing to change their 

lifestyles in response to the increasing resource constraints (reflected in high transport and 

land costs) associated with urbanisation.  The view that more people will live in higher 

densities in central areas is reinforced by the greater visibility of “cosmopolitan” lifestyles.  

These include an increase in passive leisure activities, attending artistic, cultural and other 

events, socialising in public places, including bars and cafes, and socialised recreation.  

More recently, policy analyses suggest an increase in higher density living in response to the 

diminishing affordability of detached housing. 

Yet there has been a slower than expected uptake of medium density housing.  There is 

widespread evidence that the multi-unit housing by which densities can be increased is not 

the first preference for the majority of households.  In order to design measures to lift 

adoption, therefore, we need to understand the nature of demand influencing this resistance.  

For this reason, the focus in this study has been on understanding potential barriers to or 

likely drivers of demand for medium density living among households rather than relying on 

population and household size projections to inform expectations about future demand. 

Even with wide-spread resistance to medium density housing there is significant minority 

demand, and the research described has documented the satisfaction with the resulting 

lifestyle among residents of multi-unit dwellings. 

While generally associated with smaller households, the nature and extent of this support is 

reasonably diverse and penetrates different market segments.  This does not mean that 

what makes medium density housing attractive to one segment is necessarily what makes it 

attractive to another.  Measures to increase its appeal and uptake need to be sensitive to the 
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different drivers of preferences among segments, and the likelihood that the trade-offs 

households make when considering different forms of housing also vary. 

3.1.1 Dispersed Medium Density Housing and Spill-over Effects 

Consideration of what households are seeking in their housing, and where, suggests that 

one key to providing for differentiated demand is to allow for medium density housing across 

a range of localities within geographic submarkets.  This raises the issue of resistance by the 

residents of existing low density suburbs to the prospect of medium density housing being 

introduced. Like the differentiation of potential demand, however, this may simply highlight 

the need for greater variety and innovation of medium density housing form.  

Medium density housing can be diverse, and can range from traditional detached houses on 

small sections, through semi-detached housing, terraces and units, to medium (walk-up) and 

high rise apartment blocks.  And within those categories there may be significant design 

variants that make it is possible to provide different forms to relate with sympathy to existing 

neighbourhood character.   

The intensification of built form as a result of introducing medium density housing in a suburb 

may be compensated by such measures as creating public green space, expanding 

community amenities, and implementing traffic management measures.  Perceptions of 

increased crowding can be addressed also by urban design techniques.  Indeed, urban 

design might play as important a part in the acceptability of medium density housing as good 

architecture.  One implication of a design response at the neighbourhood or street level is 

that the public sector may a have a significant role to play in lifting local levels of urban 

design and amenity, especially given the public benefits attributed to intensification. 

3.1.2 Defining Segments 

The research indicates several different ways of segmenting the market. The relationships 

among different schema mean there are potentially many diverse segments (Table 4). 

The fundamental driver of housing demand is life-stage, reflecting the progression of 

individuals and households through the transitions that influence changing housing need.  

These are: attaining independence and leaving the parental household; household 

formation; childbirth and raising a family; empty nesting and retirement; and the increasing 

dependence of old age.  It does not follow, though, that people transition at the same 

biological age, or that future generations in a particular age cohort will behave in the same 

manner as their parents before them.  

Within a lifestage typology socio-economic circumstances will influence housing 

expectations and the capacity to pay for different forms and standards of dwelling.  Socio- 

economic segments are defined usually by qualifications, vocation, and employment sector 

and status.  These markers may be modified or conditioned by less tangible factors such as 

social status, cultural practices, family circumstance, and social networks.   

Jointly, life-stage and socio-economic status influence attachment to a particular locality.  

They are also reflected in a household‟s capacity to invest in the quality, style and features 

of dwellings. 
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Even within similar demographic and socio-economic categories households may choose 

quite different housing types based on lifestyle requirements.  For example, a retired couple 

with an interest in travel may have quite different needs from a retired couple more 

interested in hobbies and socialising. Hence, lifestyle segments may be reflected in choice of 

neighbourhood as much as housing.  Some households opt for an inner city cosmopolitan 

lifestyle, others prefer the social, recreational and family amenities of suburban life, and yet 

others prefer the lower densities and natural character of small town, rural, or coastal living. 

Table 4. A Typology of Housing Demand Segments  

Segmentation 
Type: 

Life stage 
Socio-economic 

Status 
Lifestyle 

Defined by: Age, family status 
Education, income, 
wealth 

Personality, values, 
attitudes, opinions, 
interests, activities 

Relevance to 
housing choice: 

Stages & transitions 
determine housing 
needs 

Status defines 
expectations & 
capacity to meet them 

Impact on preferences 
within & across lifestage 
& socio-economic 
groups  

Examples of 
Indicators:   

Independence Occupation Work status and style 
Non-family 
relationships 

Income  Social & leisure activities 

Family formation  
Childbearing and 
raising 

Housing Tenure 
Location Quality of 
housing 

Function of housing: asset, 
expression of personality, 
etc 

Maturing Family 
Expectations of 
sanctuary 

Location 

Separation  
Empty nester  

Expectations of domain 
 

Early retirement 
  

Later retirement     

 

The potential range of groups and behaviours across and within lifestage categories limits 

the predictability of either the behaviour of individual households or the collective behaviour 

of a given population, even within the same age cohorts.  The lifestyle preferences of today‟s 

retirees, for example, may be quite different from those of their parents.  Similarly, the 

housing choices of adults with children may be different from those of their own parents.   

Predictability is also limited by a tendency for households to move across categories.  This is 

obvious in lifestage segmentation, although the ages at which particular transitions take 

place will vary across generations and among households.  Socio-economic segments may 

also change as a result of income, employment, and social mobility and, over the period of 

long-term projections, changes in the conditions of society generally.   

Hence, as societies become more prosperous there has been a tendency for the materially 

successful among them to expect and seek larger dwellings.  Similarly, lifestyle preferences 

may change over time as a result of exposure to different opportunities, the impact of 

previous experience, and changes in societal values and attitudes. 
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3.1.3 Geographic Submarkets 

In addition, there are distinct housing submarkets.  If the policy objective is to achieve city-

wide intensification by increasing the adoption of medium density housing, how geographic 

submarkets are treated will impact on achieving it.   

Geographic submarkets reflect two dimensions.  The first is sector within the city.  In 

Auckland natural north, west, central, east and south divisions have been reinforced by 

identity associated with the former administrative divisions of Rodney, North Shore, 

Waitakere, Auckland, Manukau, Papakura and Franklin.  The second is defined more or less 

by distance from the CBD (or other major centres).  Geographic submarkets will themselves 

be internally differentiated along demographic, socio-economic, and lifestyle lines.   

3.2 The Proposed Segmentation 

The complexity associated with the wide range of potential market segments across 

submarkets makes it difficult to prepare guidelines for medium density housing that might 

match refined supply profiles with detailed design preferences.  The market is so diverse and 

the relationship between demand and supply potentially so complex that guidelines can 

become simply too prescriptive.  On the one hand, it is important not to treat the market as if 

it is undifferentiated.  On the other hand, generating guidelines that seek to cater to all the 

expectations or preferences is likely to be self-defeating.   

A more pragmatic approach may define segments appropriate to the task in hand.  At the 

most obvious and basic level the differentiation can be made between those who are active 

in the market and those who are not, trying to reflect what has prompted people to move and 

what they are seeking from a new dwelling.  At this level, Census statistics suggest a high 

mobility within the New Zealand population.  This is confirmed by other surveys which touch 

on when people last moved and when they expect to do so.  An even higher level of 

transience is also evident in the apartment populations covered in the case studies.   

Several segmentations have been adopted.  Based on the review of the international and 

domestic literature and housing projections prepared for New Zealand (Working Paper 2, 

Section 4), four categories were proposed to differentiate the key lifestage transitions driving 

expectations for greater demand based on diminishing household size:  

1. Young adults (aged 20 to 29); 

2. Empty Nesters (aged 50 to 64) 

3. Early Retired (65-79) 

4. Later retired (79 years plus). 

SNZ projections suggest the middle cohorts in the above list (50 to 79 years) will be the key 

demand drivers for medium density housing over the next twenty years. Policies to lift the 

uptake of medium density housing should emphasise their preferences of these people.  Our 

case studies suggest that these are likely to be different from the preferences of the cohorts 

that have shaped recent demand for inner city apartments. 

The “families with children” segment is a limited prospect.  The 30 to 49 year age group is 

growing only slowly, and has perhaps the strongest commitment to detached houses with 

yards.  That is not to say that more families will not move into medium density housing.  
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Apart from social housing, family households, particularly younger families, are more likely to 

be found in small site detached, semi-detached, and terraced housing developments.   

3.2.1 Buyers 

Focus group research conducted with people active in the market explored attitudes towards 

medium density housing, including those of people who had rejected the option.  This 

suggests that young people, especially renters, are open to higher density living, even 

though this segment‟s growth will be more constrained.  It highlights the likely emergence of 

single women, including solo mothers, as a significant segment cutting across age groups.   

The family segments are likely to be the most resistant to intensification.  However, more 

flexibility in the design and location of medium density housing might still see an increased 

uptake among young families.  The design attributes which might improve the appeal of 

medium density to families with children are not significantly different to those for older 

households, including flexibility and space, privacy and security.  

3.2.2 Residents 

The case studies suggest using segmentation based on the benefits people gain from 

alternative forms of medium density housing in different locations. They tend to reflect 

combinations of lifestage and lifestyle.  Hence, apartment blocks in the inner city appeal 

mainly to young people with active work and social lives and limited family commitments.   

Development further from the centre with larger dwellings appeals to older people, including 

those entering their post-family years looking for comfort, security, and limited maintenance 

compared with their former detached home.  Such options are also closer to young family 

preferences, especially if location or budget constraints limit their lower density options.   

The longer-established inner suburban complex, Tuscany Towers, accommodated a mix of 

families and people who tend to be transient – migrants and students – taking advantage of 

local amenities, good sub-regional connectivity, and reasonably appointed dwellings.  

3.2.3 Matching Segments and Housing 

The main typologies for segmenting the housing market identified in this research, and how 

the people interviewed evaluate medium density housing leads to very broadly defined 

categories combining lifestage and lifestyle within specific geographic submarkets.   

If certain “must have” attributes can be provided without unduly undermining affordability and 

allowing a degree of flexibility in design then medium density developments across a variety 

of localities are likely to appeal across segments, even if they are more strongly suited to 

and favoured by just one or two. 

The location of the housing will reflect and influence its position relative to socio-economic 

differences.  Much the same design principles and styles, however, might be applied to 

different neighbourhoods of different social or socio-economic status.  The differences are 

most likely to lie in the specifications and capacity that can be sustained by different markets 

in different areas.   

  



 

Page 50 

 

4 Conclusions and Guidelines 

One method of consolidating the findings from this study is to incorporate them into 

guidelines that might inform stakeholders in the development of medium density housing, 

providing consistent information regarding the measures that might increase the uptake of 

medium density housing. The limitation of the analysis to qualitative research covering 

residents of medium density developments and participants in the market limits guidelines to 

enunciating principles that might be drawn from the observations made.  

4.1 The Nature of Guidelines 

Preparing and disseminating guidelines is a technique used widely to encourage the 

adoption of new and better practice in urban planning and design.  There appears to be a 

large number committed to encouraging good design for medium density housing.  By and 

large, such guidelines sit outside any regulatory framework.  However, they may reinforce it 

by indicating how the outcomes sought by particular plans and regulations might be 

achieved “on the ground”.  In this way, there is always a risk that guidelines become rules in 

planning documents, or interpreted as rules in their implementation. 

Published guidelines aimed at encouraging more intensive residential development focus on 

design and quality issues. They tend to be design- rather than demand-centric, and cover 

the arrangement and aesthetics of development and the design of housing rather than 

reflecting housing needs and expectations.  Hence, guidelines to medium density housing 

used in New Zealand and elsewhere tend to focus on type of structure and building form, 

reflecting the input and perhaps even the preferences of designers rather than residents.  

They present a professional rather than market-oriented view of the qualities that contribute 

to desirable – or acceptable – dwellings of different densities.   

For example, New South Wales government-owned Landcom explains its “design and 

planning principles for housing on compact lots” as follows: 

“This Housing Diversity Guide outlines key design and planning principles for small lots 
and dwellings. The principles were developed after examining current best practice of 
developers and builders around Australia. As well as looking at built form (the supply 
side) we did a detailed assessment of planning codes around Australia (in particular the 
Development Control Plans in areas where Landcom operates) to see how local 
planning frameworks may be affecting supply” (emphasis added). 

The guide is based on case studies assessed against “draft design and planning principles” 

and an assessment of four house types against “builder pricing, lot price and town 

planning/development code compliance”.  The result was the identification of “key urban 

design principles for the preparation and assessment of master plans, which facilitate the 

delivery of diverse housing types” (Landcom, 2011, 6).  The market, in such an exercise, 

however, is at best represented by the suppliers, Landcom itself, and architecture and 

housing companies. 

Most guidelines of this nature are presented to promote a larger strategy (such as the 

Auckland Regional Growth strategy, the London Plan, Melbourne 2030, and the Metro Plan 

for Sydney 2036).  Guidelines prepared for medium density housing in the UK by the 

Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) differed insofar as they were 
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intended to have general applicability rather than being directed at a single strategy or region 

(CABE, 2008).   

Either way, guidelines may be of limited value if they are founded on a limited evidential 

base with respect market behaviour. As they stand, guidelines tend to be limited to the 

presentation of exemplars of different types of structure.  Yet it is the needs, expectations, 

and preferences (and trade-offs) of households, the focus of the original research reported 

here, that will influence the rate of adoption of medium density housing.  It is dif ficult to see 

how the parsimony and simplification associated with most guidelines might align with the 

needs of particular segments in particular localities  

Given the complexity and dynamics of the market in terms of potential range of segments 

and the ways in which households might transition among them, this may be the best that 

can be done, with a limit to the extent to which the interaction of preferred attributes in 

buyers‟ minds might be built into prescription.   

The current study suggests that location and affordability and not just design or aesthetics 

are instrumental in the uptake of medium density housing. The challenge this raises is how 

far design –and design-oriented guidelines – might contribute to enhancing sanctuary 

(focused on the dwelling) and domain (dealing with the neighbourhood setting), and maintain 

affordability.  

A study of medium density developments in Melbourne (Alves, 2006) also demonstrated 

how the planning process impedes uptake, introducing another dimension that needs to be 

included in any guide to good practice guidance.  The issue is not just about introducing an 

explicit market perspective to what needs to be done, but also addressing how it is done.   

The aim is to ensure that the views of the public – residents of neighbourhoods intended for 

intensification as well as potential occupants of medium density housing – are considered 

and if necessary reflected in development design.  Poor consultation may intensify 

neighbourhood opposition, delaying or even derailing good projects, and increase risks 

around development and marketing.  The guidelines that have been reviewed for the present 

study pay limited attention to process, instead operating on the grounds that the higher order 

plan legitimises what they set out by way of desirable development and house design. 

Guidelines can be used for individual steps in the process, as suggested by CABE (2010). 

However, like those that aim to influence design even this approach leads to a proliferation 

of guidelines.  CABE has analysed guidelines covering: national standards; standards that 

vary by location and type of project; standards for assessment procedures; guidelines for 

assessment and to processes for planning and building approvals.  At another level, location 

and project guidelines are divided among those applicable to planning, building durability 

and style, national housing standards; and building regulations. CABE has suggested its 

“Building for Life” criteria should replace all these guidelines and concentrate all 

stakeholders on the single set. However, even these criteria do not reflect the market 

perspective on what is important in medium density housing. 

4.1.1 Implications for this study 

Building-focused guidelines emphasise technical issues and regulatory standards, while 

process-oriented guidelines can in theory take a broader view.  The current study places 

dwellings in the context of the physical development, and the development in the context of 
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the neighbourhood.  This framework recognises the range of stakeholders involved and the 

need for sound processes to ensure that at each point of the development chain they 

respond in a consistent way to the realities of the market as well as policy objectives.  

The original contribution lies in filling a gap by representing market perceptions of medium 

density housing in a way that will be useful for different stakeholders, subject to the 

qualification that the study has dealt only with a part of the market and is based on a 

combination secondary sources and qualitative primary research only: 

The following sections review the attributes covered in the current research in the context of 

developing either broad principles that might inform general guidelines that reach across 

city, domain, and sanctuary in a way which that might align stakeholders actions. 

4.2 Preferred Attributes 

The study has generated a lengthy list of attributes of what people seek in their residential 

choices, or which would influence their decision about what to buy.  Prioritising among 

attributes will differ according to segment.  Some attributes, though, may be sought after 

across all segments.  In any higher density housing, these are “the bottom line”, the “must 

haves”.  From the point of view of supply, they are the features necessary, if not sufficient, to 

ensure the marketability of medium density housing.  These are summarised below. 

Accessibility 

Accessibility is important right across the board, but may be defined quite differently by 

different market segments.  In generic terms accessibility will relate to the availability of 

public transport and proximity to motorways or arterial roads, facilitating connectivity with 

other parts of the city.  In terms of domain, accessibility may relate to the availability of local 

services and amenities and how easy it is to get to them by various modes – car, cycle, foot 

or public transport.   

Jointly these attributes suggest that accessibility has multiple dimensions, with favoured 

locations offering both local amenities and good connectivity beyond the neighbourhood.   

Higher order (or more specialised) amenities, goods, and services such as tertiary 

education, specialist health care, and employment may be accessed further afield within the 

city or metropolitan area.  These effectively bind people to the wider urban area beyond their 

immediate domain.  The capacity to access them is an important influence on housing 

choice that will vary among households.  Hence, a household of working adults may value 

the capacity to access a range of work locations.  An older household may value access to 

centres of entertainment or medical facilities.  Inner city locations offer the capacity to 

combine domain and connectivity attributes. 

The key message is that a combination of proximity to local services and amenities and the 

ability to move easily to other localities including, but not limited to the CBD will provide the 

level of accessibility people expect from medium density and multi-unit development.  

Appropriate localities need not be in or even adjacent to the CBD or even town centres to 

offer these attributes.  

Accessibility: Medium density housing requires locations which provide a high level of 

access to local services and good connectivity to other parts of the city 
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Safety and Security 

Primary among the must-haves are security and safety at the level of domain (the 

neighbourhood and development) and at the level of sanctuary (the development and the 

dwelling).  In the former this may reflect the quality and visibility of roads and provision for 

pedestrians, including children, within residential developments and in the wider 

neighbourhood.   

This impacts on such things as: the width, visibility lines, and provision for movements by 

modes other than (as well as) cars on roads, drives and other access ways; the adequacy or 

otherwise of parking arrangements (including turning areas) for residents and visitors; speed 

limits; ease of movement and visibility around the site; avoidance of screened areas; the 

treatment and visibility of reserves, meeting places, gardens, parks, and playgrounds; 

avoidance of “dead” areas around buildings which can be used to screen intruders; and 

normal safety provisions around windows, doors and balconies.   

Safety and Security:  Treat safety and security as drivers behind the design of the complex 

as a whole, its relationship with the neighbourhood and individual spaces 

and dwellings within it. 

4.2.1 Differentiating Between Domain and Sanctuary 

Most other attributes can be divided between those relating mainly to domain and those 

relating mainly to sanctuary.  This division is significant because people‟s perception of 

medium density housing and their preferences are informed by neighbourhood and dwelling 

attributes, which may be traded off in the final choice of dwelling.   

The division is critical also because it reflects the division of responsibilities among 

professions and suppliers: the quality of neighbourhood ultimately falls to the local authority 

through its plans, investment in infrastructure and amenities, and support of community 

development. 

The quality of the domain is a joint responsibility between the local authority, developers, 

and bodies corporate.  It is influenced by urban and landscape design decisions, the 

economics of development and construction, and the governance, management, and 

funding of public spaces in and around residential developments. 

The quality of the sanctuary is also a responsibility of the developers, shared with urban 

designers, architects, and bodies corporate.  It is influenced by the nature of dwellings and 

how they interact with their neighbours and with the public domain, whether that is the street, 

footpaths, or neighbouring houses.  Maintenance will be an important influence, and the 

capacity for individual households to modify (and personalise) their dwelling. 

4.2.2 Attributes of Domain 

With the growth of older adult households (associated with the aging of the baby boom 

generation) demand for medium density housing is likely to be less concentrated than it has 

been to date. The dominant location preference among established and older households is 

to stay more or less in existing neighbourhoods or in submarkets defined at a sub-regional 

level.  This maintains a sense of connection or belonging and encompasses the area where 
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a person circulates in day-to-day life, more so as they become older.  Here they might 

expect to meet the bulk of their consumption, social, health, recreation, and educational 

needs through local amenities and local networks.  

In order to encourage a greater variety of households to move to higher density 

accommodation it is important to provide for opportunities to be distributed throughout the 

city.  This also means allowing a variety of medium density housing types, both to recognise 

the diversity of lifestyles to be catered for and in recognition of more difficulties associated 

with land assembly and medium density development in suburban areas. 

Distribution and Diversity:  Recognise in planning the desirability of introducing a variety of 

medium density options (by way of housing types and lifestyle options) 

across a range of locations. 

4.2.2.1 Neighbourhood Amenities 

The most frequently mentioned neighbourhood amenities are good schools for households 

with families.  Schools may play a multiple role as centres of community activity and a focus 

for social networks. The absence of easily accessed schools may be an impediment to 

families in brownfield city or town centre developments, although this can be offset by the 

quality of transport connections with alternatives outside the immediate neighbourhood.  It 

may be countered by the appeal of other attributes and compensated by good transport 

connections with more distant schools.  This is more likely with older than younger children. 

Places for children to play and parents to meet include parks and playgrounds.  Safe, visible, 

walkable facilities are valued by households.  In this respect, areas with busy roads and 

inadequate footpaths are likely to be seen negatively by families with young children. 

Local shops and cafes add to the appeal of a locality, and are cited by residents as part of 

the attraction of where they live.  Other amenities such as medical centres or recreation 

facilities were less often mentioned, although the presence of local parks and reserves was 

important to residents of the suburban developments at Tuscany Towers and Addison.   

How far their presence contributes to the decision to purchase in a particular development or 

neighbourhood is unclear.  Certainly the presence of such facilities is promoted when 

dwellings are marketed.  The inference is that spontaneous reference to schools, parks and 

green space, on the one hand, and proximity to the amenities of the CBD, on the other, 

relegated other facilities to the “nice to have” category in our case studies.  

Neighbourhood Amenities: Medium density development should be favoured in areas with 

a range of nearby community and commercial amenities; or developed in 

areas where there is a commitment to the provision of such amenities.  

4.2.2.2 Urban Landscape 

Neighbourhood appearance has a bearing on housing choice.  There is some resistance to 

mixed development either by way of provision for medium density housing in commercial or 

light industrial areas, or as a result of brownfield development in run down precincts.   
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The urban character that appears to be preferred is one in which there is greenery and open 

space.  Landscape and amenity may merge attributes given the capacity of public spaces to 

be developed and managed in a manner that enhances the landscape, softens the built up 

character of an area, and adds to ambience and general attractiveness to residents. 

Even with apartment dwellers there is some concern over the impact of continuing 

intensification on the character of the neighbourhood.  

Urban Landscape:  The focus of urban design for medium density housing development 

should be on the character and quality of residences, green spaces, and the 

associated urban landscape; where development takes place in a mixed use 

area the impact of unrelated uses should be mitigated by appropriate design 

or planning measures.  

4.2.2.3 Scale of Development 

The scale of development is significant at several levels.  Residents of apartments or 

comprehensive developments, like their counterparts in predominantly single house suburbs, 

tend to resist further intensification.  This may be a reaction to the “massing” of the urban 

landscape around them, the cumulative impact on character, and the associated crowding. 

In keeping with this, low rise (up to three storeys) rather than high rise apartments are 

preferred, and horizontal (terraces, town houses, small detached or semi-detached 

dwellings) rather than vertical (apartments) structures.   

A preference for smaller scale may reflect the perceived amenity that can be achieved in 

walk-up apartments, with perhaps half of them having ground floor and direct outside 

access, or simply a greater sense of community.  It may reflect a reaction against perceived 

crowding, or perhaps, a greater loss of control associated with a large body corporate. 

In comprehensive developments the impact of scale and uniformity can be reduced by the 

creation of enclaves, creating the opportunity for familiarity and neighbourliness. There is a 

tendency for people to associate with their immediate neighbours in any case, something 

that poor design might frustrate and good design might encourage.  

Scale of development:  Avoiding spill over effects and encouraging uptake of medium 

density housing will be achieved by limiting the scale of individual 

developments (a maximum of three or four storeys) and the local density of 

multiple developments. 

4.2.3 Attributes of Sanctuary 

Attributes influencing housing choice do not necessarily differentiate according to housing 

density.  How favoured attributes are incorporated into medium density housing will, 

however, influence how positively households look on it.  If gardens, privacy, and space 

prevail in a segment‟s attitudes and cannot be achieved in medium density development 

their preferences will lean towards detached housing.  If low maintenance is important and 

outdoor space less so, they are more likely to favour apartments. By designing elements of 

both into medium density housing it may be possible to broaden their general appeal.  
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Alternatively focusing on one – e.g. privacy and space –.the appeal to one segment will be 

reinforced and weakened for the other. 

4.2.3.1 Dwelling Site and Layout 

As people are attracted to the convenience and comfort of modern dwellings a traditional 

interest in bungalows, “do-ups” and established homes may give way to a preference for the 

convenience, low maintenance, and comfort associated with contemporary dwellings.   

There will remain an expectation for spaciousness, however, and this is likely to be stronger 

among older than younger candidates for medium density housing.  This can be reflected in 

open plan living, which also provides for flexibility of use.  Indoor-outdoor living is also 

important, both for the sense of space it offers and to meet a desire for good light and 

sunshine, on the one hand, and access to the outdoors on the other.  This may be achieved 

by large balconies or small garden spaces, ideally screened from neighbours and the public.  

Security and safety at the dwelling level are influenced by the capacity to fence or screen 

private areas.  They also call for some control over entry and egress, and avoiding intrusive 

inward views from neighbours or the street.  The challenge is to maintain a light and sunny 

aspect, without opening the interior to viewing from the outside. 

Fences are not simply associated with privacy.  They may be tied to the wish for a garden.  

Despite a move to reduce maintenance; gardens may remain a significant priority for many 

people.  This may be to do with a sense of self-sufficiency, the satisfaction that creating and 

tending a garden brings, or aesthetics and the ability to create something personal.  The 

preference was for private gardens.  Apart from allowing personalisation, shared gardens 

were seen as reducing the ability to enjoy some privacy and reducing dwelling security.   

The ability to personalise a dwelling may be an important motivator for buyers.  Indeed, the 

restrictions on exterior design and embellishment are seen as a disadvantage of multi-unit 

living and a negative influence of bodies corporate.   Space for gardening enables some 

individualisation.  In apartment blocks, large balconies may provide a similar opportunity.  

Dwelling Site and Layout: Medium density housing should be modern in design, with a 

layout that allows for some personalisation supported by private outdoor 

space. 

4.2.3.2 Capacity 

The capacity of a dwelling –its size -- is an obvious determinant of suitability for any given 

household, although socio-economic conditions mean that there is not always (or often) a 

neat match between supply and demand.   

Capacity is one area in which flexibility is an important design ingredient.  It can be provided 

by ample size of rooms, providing for flexibility in their use, and even by allowing for 

moveable partitions.  It may be provided at the design stage when buyers‟ and likely 

occupants‟ needs and views may be incorporated.   Alternatively it can be provided by 

offering a range of alternative floor plans.  

Capacity is not just about housing a given number of inhabitants. It is also about the lifestyle 

a dwelling affords, reflected in space for hobbies and crafts.  The ability to use a garage as a 



 

Page 57 

 

workshop or for storage is important, or a bedroom for an office or studio. An additional room 

may provide for friends and relations on short or long-term visits, or enable a household to 

take boarders or flat mates to contribute to housing costs or the household budget.   

The notion of privacy influences capacity.  Some respondents indicated that areas within the 

house or even their backyards open to viewing by neighbours or passers-by became 

restricted in their use.  The impact is to effectively reduce utilisation and lower the comfort 

associated with that area of the home.  Even entertainment in the garden could be curtailed 

if there was a sense that conversation could be heard too clearly in the neighbouring unit. 

Capacity: Medium density dwellings should be of sufficient size to provide adequate 

space, including storage space, for flexible living arrangements, which may 

entail multiple uses of rooms without undue visual or noise intrusion. 

4.2.3.3 Comfort 

Some of the attributes raised in the research were to do with comfort.  Comfort is afforded in 

part by satisfactory performance at all levels – dwelling, capacity, and quality– as discussed 

above.  The reference here, though, is to how people see themselves living on a day to day 

basis “within the walls”.  

There are some obvious attributes that contribute to comfort; warmth and the absence of 

leaks being obvious ones.  Also important is whether or not the character and positioning of 

the dwelling provides all rooms with access to natural light and ventilation.  In bathrooms in 

particular direct external ventilation via a window was important.   

Maximising outside wall exposure and window coverage without impinging on privacy is a 

design challenge.  The importance of sunlight and warmth highlight the role of aspect (as 

well as insulation) and offer another design challenge, especially in large scale apartments.  

Aural privacy is also important – avoiding intrusive noise from neighbours, in particular, and 

street noise.  There are some obvious design responses, ensuring separation of living rooms 

and bedrooms through the positioning of halls and staircases on common walls, for example; 

providing sufficient standards of insulation and noise proofing between apartments; and 

providing double glazing and sound resistant structural and cladding components on the 

outer walls.  Provision of a separate room for the laundry was also seen as desirable to 

isolate the associated noise. 

Comfort:  Internal layout and treatment of external walls and windows and materials 

should contribute to adequate natural internal light, ventilation, and good 

thermal and aural insulation to enhance the liveability of dwellings. 

4.2.3.4 Quality 

The leaky buildings episode has increased awareness of the risks of inadequate materials 

and construction methods and consequently, increased resistance to multi-unit dwelling.  

Consequently an assurance of structural integrity and the durability of materials have 

become “must haves” in the medium density market. 
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For many households the initial appeal of medium density dwellings lay in the quality of 

fittings.  This reflects the fact that the case studies involved reasonably new developments.  

Clearly, the use of quality fittings and finishings -- floor coverings, cabinetry, appliances, 

hardware and the like -- influence perception of housing and may compensate for the 

reduced space people are faced with when they move into medium density housing.  

Quality:  The integrity of structure and materials is important to the market while 

quality fittings will increase the attractiveness of medium density housing. 

4.3 Affordability 

The principles outlined suggest design measures and provisions that should lift the appeal of 

medium density housing and increase demand.  However, for many buyers achieving the 

levels of appointment, spaciousness and quality that would make a difference is likely to 

remain beyond their reach.  Multi-unit dwelling of the style and standard that they would wish 

to live in remains aspirational.  The developments surveyed by case study are affordable in 

large part for young working (and often professional) couples or for people reaching the end 

of the housing career who have been able to trade across (or up) from existing homes. 

The exception may be Tuscany Towers where original owners have lost value and dwellings 

have become affordable because they have not been well constructed. 

Implementing the principles advanced here would not necessarily make medium density 

more affordable and therefore would not increase choice for many in the housing market. 

The House Prices Unit (2008) concluded that the most likely ways to achieve a long-term 

reduction in housing prices was to streamline regulatory systems and increase land available 

for development.  There has been little evidence of a response to this thinking since. 

Despite all the analysis done, measures devised, and reports delivered, poor affordability 

simply reflects the high price of housing and the fact that it has continued to increase faster 

than household incomes.  This makes it difficult and expensive to assemble the land 

necessary for the sort of comprehensive development that is necessary to achieve lower unit 

building costs in medium density housing.  This leaves insufficient price differential between 

multi-unit housing and detached dwellings to encourage a shift from the latter to the former. 

And this simply adds to the risks that prospective investors and developers face in today‟s 

over-complicated regulatory and conservative commercial environments. 

The high cost of housing generally and multi-units in particular, has led to a growing rental 

sector. Measures residents take to improve affordability include extended family living, 

home-stays (paying subtenants) and perhaps more people sharing (flatmates) houses and 

apartments than would be necessary in a more affordable housing market. In some cases 

the share of rental properties in medium density developments is moving up to a level that 

meets resistance from owner occupiers. There is a concern that more renters will undermine 

dwelling values. If this eventuates, affordability may be assisted but demand for medium 

density housing may suffer. The market may tolerate a greater diversity in lower density 

developments than in higher density because there is less erosion of sanctuary. 

Currently, the very tight housing supply in New Zealand and especially Auckland means that 

people are prepared to accept significant compromises in their housing.  The results of 

falling ownership and the commitment of growing shares of households (and their incomes) 
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to renting, this is likely to lift the average occupancy of dwellings and raises the spectre of 

widespread crowding.   It may also impact on family formation and birth rates, increase 

transiency, and contribute to more volatile labour markets. 

Market conditions that have led to relatively high prices in the lower housing price quartile 

have raised the affordability bar to entry level private housing, especially in Auckland.  One 

way to redress this may be to create medium density housing options that appeal to current 

owner occupiers thereby freeing up existing second-hand stock and hopefully generating 

sufficient movement in the second-hand house market to lift the prospects of home 

ownership in the intermediate housing (two income households without the ability to 

purchase) and the young family markets.  More options for medium density housing in more 

parts of the city might also reduce investment and development barriers, increasing the 

capacity of the market to supply through a proliferation of smaller scale developments. 

A shift in policy and market settings to achieve this would correct what appear to be the 

prevailing assumption that the way to increase choice comes from building multi-unit housing 

primarily for entry level purchasers or rentals by way of apartments, rather than as a viable 

option for mature and ageing households.  Our assessment of Addison and Urban Ridge, in 

particular, indicate that this might be an effective alternative.  The success of the retirement 

village sector also confirms this. 

By directing a substantial share of multi-unit developments at the middle two quartiles, 

observing the sorts of design principles outlined above, there may be a prospect of boosting 

housing stock at standards of design and quality and affordability that can free up the market 

and achieve greater intensification at the same time. This implies a significant shift, though, 

from the sort of apartment stock that has dominated the growth of the medium density 

market over the past decade, and far greater provision for and encouragement of diversity in 

type, style, and location of medium density housing.  

One benefit of this will be the potential to free up the second-hand market, providing a wider 

range of entry opportunities for the current intermediate market renters in particular.  

Affordability - Recommendation:  Review current plans and regulations affecting the 

construction of multi-unit development with a view to increasing flexibility to 

promote diversity and innovation in new medium density housing throughout 

urban areas, including inner and outer suburbs, and encourage a more 

flexible and active  residential market for existing homes. 

4.4 Governance and ownership 

4.4.1 The Unit Titles Act 2010 

The Unit Titles Act 2010 provides for the rational ownership and management of multiple 

dwellings with each dwelling unit owned outright but with shared property, including land, 

held in common by all the owners.  This arrangement makes it relatively straightforward to 

develop a variety of styles, scales, and formats of multi-unit dwelling.   

One of the impacts of the previous Unit Titles Act 1972 was to create the capacity to develop 

relatively small developments.  The revision of 2010 was intended to rationalise its operation 

to reduce the costs and inconsistencies associated with a variety of ad hoc bodies (Dupuis 
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and Dixon, 2010) and the ongoing issues from unsatisfactory governance arrangements that 

might result (Dixon and van Roon, 2010).  

The provisions of the Unit Titles Act offer comfort to purchasers of apartments in larger 

developments regarding the transparency and equity of arrangements for ownership, 

management, and maintenance.  While reducing individual rights over property, it adds to 

the confidence necessary to sustain a market in apartments, the more so as the market 

becomes more familiar with unit title ownership.  

Through this the Act enables small investors to participate in large, often downtown, 

developments.  Equally, unit title facilitates the development of smaller developments – 

terraces, town houses and low rise apartments, for example – by providing a relatively low 

cost and straightforward vehicle for management and maintenance.  Among other things, 

unit title has helped promote the absentee owner or retail investor market and consequently 

increased the supply of rental accommodation. 

4.4.2 Consequences of unit title 

Randolph (2006) raises questions over the long-term implications of these governance and 

ownership arrangements in a discussion of strata title in Australia.  He raises questions over 

the capacity of strata management to deal with major refurbishment needs as properties age 

and with the need eventually for site redevelopment.  He also questions whether there is a 

long-term market for the sorts of dwelling associated with strata title -- typically small (two 

bedroom) apartments in central areas -- and questions their likely impact on social 

segregation from the way they encourage the emergence of homogenous local communities.  

The evidence in the current study suggests that bodies corporate can operate reasonably 

effectively in the short term.  In Tuscany Towers the body corporate through its on-site 

manager maintains good standards in common areas, and has been effective in achieving 

some redress for faulty construction.  In Hanson St the owners‟ committee was seen as an 

important and positive contributor to the character of the resident community. 

These impressions may simply reflect the relatively new nature of the developments 

covered.  More contentious issues are likely to come to the fore longer term, and these may 

become more divisive as early owners move on.  Certainly, the turnover in units and 

increasingly diverse occupants will see more divergent views brought to bear on the 

management, maintenance, and use of common areas.   For example, the mixing of families 

with older children and their need for activity space with older households with a preference 

for quiet and tranquillity is already an issue among some of the people interviewed.  

Growing cultural diversity is also challenging. Communities struggle to find common interests 

for social interaction especially with language and other cultural barriers. Policies to 

encourage diversity may see festivals and celebration of diversity at the city-wide level but 

these do not reflect the daily realities of diversity in more intensive housing developments. 

There may well be a role for community development initiatives to assist in this area. 

4.4.3 Rental tenure 

The report has also highlighted issues around growing rental tenure, and the potentially 

negative impact of a high share of renters on the sense of community for owner occupiers 
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and on property values.  As the intermediate housing market expands and housing stress 

increases, this division is likely to increase, together with the spatial segregation effect of 

multi-unit dwelling, especially if dominated by small units in apartment blocks in central 

areas.   

If this rental tenure is to continue to grow, it will be important to reconsider legislation 

pertaining to the relative rights of owner and occupier of rental properties.  The aim would be 

to better protect the value of the owner‟s property and the value of the properties of other 

owners in the same development, and the medium- to long-term security of occupiers 

including renters.  This is especially the case if more families are faced with long-term 

renting. Greater security and longer term tenancies may encourage a greater commitment to 

the host community and help to break down the resistance to renters from owners. 

Given a long-standing cultural, economic, and social commitment to owner occupancy in 

New Zealand, though, its association with social stability and economic progress, the 

aspirations of the population, and especially expectations associated with a maturing 

population, maximising ownership should remain a priority in policies directed at medium 

density housing.  Ownership will be achieved more readily in settings which provide for a 

diversity of household types, through design and location.  While policies directed at 

affordability should ensure that rental levels remain reasonable, it can be argued that their 

objective should remain facilitating the transition to ownership. 

Ownership - Recommendation: Recognise the social, cultural, and economic 

importance of home ownership to the majority of New Zealand households 

and provide for the diversity of housing development that will help to meet 

those aspirations, including the preservation of property values. 

4.5 From Planning to Implementation 

There has been rapid growth in medium density dwellings in New Zealand, particularly in 

Auckland, but not necessarily where it was planned.  This growth has contracted sharply in a 

depressed market, however, much more than it has in detached housing. 

There is an association between medium density housing and growing rental tenure, but little 

if any evidence that encouraging medium density housing has helped ease stress in the 

Auckland housing market.   

This report has suggested some reasons why this might be so: 

 There remain major impediments to investment – the long-standing supply-side issues 

some of which are associated with an unsympathetic consenting environment; 

 The poor construction and structural standards of the last twenty years have added to a 

widespread aversion to multi-unit housing; 

 The form of multi-unit development in many places – medium rise apartments – put in 

place to date tends to focus on the young – pre family --  and transient ends of the 

market through its design and location, while the greatest prospects for growth lie on the 

more advanced rungs of the housing ladder; 
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 There is some resistance to living close to people with different lifestyles – young non-

family households, party-goers and students, immigrants, renters compared with families 

or older households, for example. An increase in the share of transient people or 

concentrations of residents who are “different”, including immigrant groups, makes 

owner-occupation of multi-unit developments unattractive to some people; 

 There is a commitment among families, especially families with children but also among 

older households, to detached housing and suburban communities; 

 Property values are more easily enhanced or protected where the owner has the control 

and capacity to modify or individualise a dwelling in ways which are not possible in multi 

unit housing. 

 The design of many units has been lacking, especially in terms of space and privacy. 

Based on the satisfaction observed among residents of existing developments, there is 

nevertheless significant potential for multi-unit housing to play a bigger role in the future.  

The report has indicated what may work by way of design and quality, and proposed 

principles and recommendations that should help in this. 

However, the experiences of residents and other stakeholders suggest more deep-seated 

problems associated with lack of a coordinated approach to development, while population 

dynamics suggest at least two long-term issues that will require greater attention to be given 

to collaboration.  The first is the shift in relative demand from young to older cohorts and in 

expectations about the design, quality, and management of medium density housing.  

Responding to this is not something that can be done simply by tweaking plans and 

regulations. 

The second is the need to manage the relationships between owners and renters within 

medium density developments.  This might in the future call for greater involvement of local 

councils, especially where it impacts on the interface between public and private spaces, 

rights, and responsibilities. 

Despite the public policy commitment to creating more capacity for smaller households in 

smaller dwellings there appears to be inconsistencies among and within agencies and a lack 

of trust between the public and private sector parties involved.   

Inconsistencies often relate to the intent of policy makers and the plans they prepare 

compared with the limited support that other parts of councils might give to those responsible 

for implementing their policies on the ground: the development sector.  Hence, consent 

officers are seen to be acting inconsistently with policy or policy objectives when they delay 

consents or impose excessive conditions.  Development contributions levied on inner city 

properties do not appear to reflect the purported public benefits of intensification.  

Infrastructure may be below capacity with an expectation that the developer – and ultimately 

therefore the resident – will meet the costs. 

The opportunity for intensification in suburban areas, which may call for a greater variety of 

outcomes and rely on small scale initiatives, can be frustrated often by zoning regulations.  

Attempts to achieve higher density living in greenfield sites may be frustrated by rigidity 

around urban limits.  The local public amenities that might increase the appeal of higher 

density developments in more centralised areas may be lacking and councils slow in 



 

Page 63 

 

progressing community facilities that might compensate residents for reduced private space 

and a reluctance to take on maintenance responsibilities after construction.  

Without alignment of objectives among the various stakeholders, it is unlikely that the sorts 

of increase in density that plans currently call for will be achieved in a satisfactory manner.  

This means working together to accommodate: 

 The ownership, lifestyle, and comfort aspirations of the public; 

 The risk and return requirements of investors including institutional and retail debt and 

equity investors; 

 The risk and return profile and needs of the sector; 

 Policy outcomes sought by way of social, economic, and environmental sustainability. 

The necessary cooperation can take place at several levels: 

 Through the more careful alignment of regulatory and institutional frameworks relating to 

planning and plans, building standards, infrastructure supply, ownership, and  

development; 

 By ensuring that city-wide plans and local plans are mutually consistent; reflect public 

expectations, needs, and means; and can be achieved within the current commercial 

framework or a reasonable variant of it; 

 By creating cross-sector teams for the planning, development, and implementation of 

larger comprehensive developments where these are clearly justified; 

 By developing protocols for cooperation between councils and bodies corporate in areas 

of mutual interest.  

This may well call for institutional as well as procedural changes that commit the key players 

to collaborating through the course of planning, design, and implementation, with a key 

element the requirement to engage with the market from the outset.   

Implementation - Recommendation:  That in the preparation of policies, plans and targets 

intended to increase housing densities, policy makers should incorporate 

community attitudes and expectations, identify how they will be 

implemented, and make explicit the role that planners, infrastructure 

providers, and other government agencies and developers are expected to 

play in this 
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